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The presence and use of the OT covenants) in the book of Amos has been a highly
debated issue for the last century among OT scholars. The dissertation attempts to address
this issue through an exegetical study of the "Oracles Against the Nations” of Amos 1:22:16. This pericope of Amos was chosen because it has played a central role in the
argumentation that denies the existence of any notion of covenant in the book.
Chapter 1 introduces the controversy that surrounds the issue of the presence or
absence of covenant in Amos, while chapter 2 surveys the scholarly debate and the ideas
advanced in the last hundred years.
The exegetical study of Amos 1:2-2:16 begins in chapter 3. This literary pericope is
situated within the historical and literary contexts of the book of Amos. These two contexts
evidence a tension between salvation and judgment that points to the dimension of
"blessings and curses" o f the Mosaic covenant.
The specific literary features of Amos 1:2-2:16 are examined in chapter 4. The first
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seven oracles of the series are seen to be typical oracles of judgment, while the oracle
against Israel is a sweeping covenant lawsuit that undoubtedly points back to the Mosaic
covenant.
Chapter 5 analyzes the terminology and themes that are related to God, the prophet,
and the nations in Amos 1:2-2:16. Elements of four OT covenants are evidenced through
this analysis. God is YHWH—the creator of the universe and Sovereign of the world
(universal/Noahic covenant); Israel’s covenant God (Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants); the
One who dwells in Jerusalem (Davidic covenant). The prophet is YHWH’s messenger and
covenant mediator (Mosaic covenant). The foreign nations are judged for transgressions of
universal laws of God (universal/Noahic covenant), while Judah and Israel are judged for
transgressions of the Mosaic law (Mosaic covenant).
The exegetical study of Amos 1:2-2:16 evidenced a substantial presence and use of
the covenant motif in this series of oracles. Four OT covenants (universal/Noahic,
Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic) are interrelated in the series. The Davidic and Abrahamic
covenants provide the general background of the oracles. The universal/Noahic and
Mosaic covenants account for the specifics of each oracle.
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To my wife Ddbora
and to our two sons—Matheus and Joao Andre,
who are the reason I can exclaim
(Genesis 33:11)
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Amos is usually held to be the first of the so-called "classical prophets," and his
book is considered to be the first representative of a new phase in the history of Israelite
prophecy, that of the "writing prophets." As such, the book of Amos has become a
reference point in the theological discussion for the last century.1
Among the many issues raised in this debate, one can find the theme of the OT
covenants. Is there covenant in the book of Amos? Did the prophet Amos know anything
about it? If he did, why did he never use the word rr*a ("covenant”) in reference to God’s
relationship with Israel, or make clear reference to it in his indictments of that nation's sins?

Statement of the Problem and
Justification for the Study
Different and opposing answers have been given to the questions above, and
biblical scholarship is highly divided on the issue. For many scholars, the absence of the
term rr~Q ("covenant") in the book, with the meaning of a divine covenant,* is a clear
proof that such a concept did not exist in the time of Amos. For them, the theological
concept of a divine covenant can be found only from the Deuteronomic literature
IFor a survey on the many relevant issues of the book for today’s theological debate,
see Gerhard F. Hasel, Understanding the Book o f Amos: Basic Issues in Current
Interpretations (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1991).
*The term appears once, in Amos 1:9, but seems to refer to a political treaty between
Tyre and Israel. Cf. below, 222-223.

1
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2
(presumably dated to the seventh century B.C.) onward, therefore, much later than Amos,
who preached in the first half of the eighth century B.C.1 Many other scholars, however,
argue that the mere absence of the term rn? ("covenant"), meaning a divine covenant, is
not enough to deny the existence of the concept by the time of Amos. For them, its
existence is made clear in many other ways, like the usage of some other specific covenant
terminology, the prophet’s reference to covenant law, the structure of his speeches, and a
number of other features that betray a covenant background.2
The debate against and in favor of the presence of covenant in the book of Amos
has produced a significant amount of literature,2 but there is a remarkable paucity, up to
this time, of extensive studies dedicated exclusively to this issue in Amos.4 The present
dissertation seemed justified, therefore, first by the present need for more extensive studies
•See, e.g., Lothar Perlitt, Bundestheologie im Alten Testament, WMANT, no. 36
(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1969), 129-136; Ernst Kutsch, Verheifiung und
Gesetz. Untersuchungen zum sogenannten »Bund« im Alten Testament, BZAW, no.
131 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1973), 1-27, 53, 74, 79,95; J. Alberto Soggin, The
Prophet Amos: A Translation and Commentary (London: SCM Press, 1987), 16-22, 5356.
2See, e.g., Richard V. Bergren, The Prophets and the Law, MHUC, no. 4
(Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College, 1974), 29-32,65-67,204-220; James Limburg,
Hosea-Micah, Interp. (Atlanta: J_hn Knox Press, 1988), 87-90, 94-95, 97; Francis I.
Andersen and David Noel Freedman, Amos: A New Translation with Introduction and
Commentary, AB, vol. 24A (New York: Doubleday, 1989), 27, 32,41, 50, 326, 382,
747.
2See the survey of literature below for an overview of these publications.
4For some of the few studies dedicated exclusively to the question of the covenant in
the book of Amos see Carl G. Howie, "Expressly for Our Time: The Theology of Amos,"
Int 13 (1959): 273-285; Frank H. Seilbamer, "The Role of Covenant in the Mission and
Message of Amos," in A Light Unto My Path: Old Testament Studies in Honor o f Jacob
M. Myers, ed. Howard N. Bream, Ralph D. Heim, and Carey A. Moore, GTS, no. 4
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1974), 435-451; Paul-E. Dion, "Le message du
proph&te Amos s’inspirait-il du 'droit de 1’alliance’?" E eV T l (1975): 5-34; George
Snyder, "The Law and Covenant in Amos,” ResQ 25 (1982): 158-166; Carlos A. Steger.
"Amos and the Covenant, 1990," TMs, Adventist Heritage Center, James White Library,
Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI.
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dedicated exclusively to this issue, and second by the implications that the findings o f such
studies have on the understanding of the book of Amos and of its message.

Purpose and Scope of the Study
The purpose of the present research is to search for an answer to the basic question
of whether or not covenant exists in the book of Amos. In order to achieve this goal, it
focused on the series of oracles found in the first two chapters of the book of Amos,
usually known as the "Oracles Against the Nations."
This series of oracles has proved to be a good battleground for the discussion on
the question of the covenant. This is true because the series allows for the comparison of
the prophetic usage of many themes and specific terminology in reference to God’s own
people (Judah and Israel), and to the foreign nations that surrounded them (Syria,
Phoenicia, Philistia, Ammon, Moab, and Edom). The similarity in form and structure
between these eight oracles, and their composition as a unified whole, makes that
comparison highly significant, since the text itself evidences the internal interrelationship
between the oracles and requires the understanding of one to be in rapport and/or contrast
with the others.
The "Oracles Against the Nations" has then become a key element in the discussion
about the presence of the covenant in the book of Amos, especially for those who do not
recognize any element o f the OT covenants in the book. It has usually been argued that
Israel is condemned on the same basis that God condemns any other nations (i.e., some
universal principle that can be applied to any nation, or even to any human being).
Therefore it has nothing to do with covenant In Amos, God deals with Israel in the same
way He deals with any other nation. These oracles are then taken, together with the
absence of the term n*~Q ("covenant") with a religious meaning, as one of the strongest
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4
evidences that the concept of covenant was not yet part o f the religious faith of Israel in the
time of Amos, i
The inquiry of this dissertation is limited to the detection of OT covenant elements
in that series of oracles through an exegetical study of the text of Amos 1-2. By covenant
elements are understood terminology, themes, literary features (such as structure of a
passage or the form of a speech), etc., that are intrinsically connected and used elsewhere
within the context of OT covenants.

There is no attempt to develop a possible covenant theology for this prophetic
pericope, or for the entire book. Such an enterprise would take the present dissertation
well beyond its scope, and is worthy of a dissertation on its own.
The present research does not, as well, present an extended study on the OT
covenant elements that were detected through this exegetical study. Although such a
detailed study would be highly suitable in order to provide the reader with a clear
understanding of their covenantal character, this too would take the present dissertation
well beyond its scope, in view o f the extent and complexity of the subject. Furthermore,
there exist already a number detailed studies on practically all the elements of OT
covenants. References then are made to these studies, in order to provide the reader with
the possibility to further advance in the study of each specific subject.
No preliminary study is done either on the different OT covenants, or on the
concept of n ? ("covenant") in the OT. The reader is invited to refer to the abundant
literature on these topics.2 No general survey on the debate concerning the concept of
'See the details on the discussion of this issue in the survey of literature, below, 1013, 28-45.
2See, e.g., John Murray, The Covenant o f Grace: A Biblico-Theological Study
(London: Tyndale, 1954); John P. Milton, God's Covenant o f Blessing (Rock Island, IL:
Augustana Press, 1961); Walther Eichrodt, Theology o f the Old Testament, trans. J. A.
Baker, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1961-1967); George E. Mendenhall,
"Covenant,” IDB (1962), 1:714-723; Dennis J. McCarthy, Treaty and Covenant: A
Study in Form in the Ancient Oriental Documents and in the Old Testament, AnBib,
no. 21 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1963); idem,"S*rfr in Old Testament History
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biblical covenant in modem scholarship is offered either. Such a survey was already
provided satisfactorily and thoroughly in a number of studies dedicated specifically to this
issue, i
and Theology,” Bib 53 (1972): 110-121; Gottfried Quell,"ALa&nKTV A. The Old Testament
Term nna,” TDNT (1964), 2:106-124; Jakob Jocz, The Covenant: A Theology o f
Human Destiny (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1968); Delbert R. Hillers,
Covenant: The H istory o f a Biblical Idea, SHI (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1969);
Klaus Baltzer, The Covenant Formulary in Old Testament, Jewish, and Early Christian
Writings, trans. David E. Green (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971); Moshe Weinfeld,
"Covenant," Encyclopaedia Judaica, 1st printing (1971), 5:1012-1027; idem, "n*T3
fcrith," TDOT (1975), 1:253-279; idem, nBerit—Covenant vs. Obligation," Bib 56
(1975): 120-128; Pierre Buis, La notion d’alliance dans I'Ancien Testament, LeDiv, no.
88 (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1976); Wolfgang Roth and Rosemary R. Ruether, The
Liberating Bond: Covenants - Biblical and Contemporary (New York: Friendship
Press, 1978); William Dyraess, Themes in Old Testament Theology (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity Press, 1979), 113-141; O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ o f the Covenants
(Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1980); Elmer B. Smick,
"t o (brh), r r n a (£*rir)," 7W07*(198O), 1:128-130; Ernest Kutsch, "Bund I. Alten
Testament,” Theologische Realenzyklpadie (1981), 7:397-403; idem, "tv o b*rit
Verpflichtung," THAT (1984), 1:339-352; Paul Kalluveettil, Declaration and Covenant:
A Comprehensive Review o f Covenant Formulae from the Old Testament and the
Ancient Near East, AnBib, no. 88 (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1982); William J.
Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation: A Theology o f Old Testament Covenants (Nashville:
Thomas Nelson, 1984); Thomas Edward McComiskey, The Covenants o f Promise: A
Theology o f the Old Testament Covetumts (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House,
1985); Hayim Tadmor, "Alleanza e dipendenza nell'antica Mesopotamia e in Israele:
terminologia e prassi,” in Istituto Gramsci. Seminario di antichistica: I trattati nel
mondo antico. Forma, ideologia, funzxone, ed. L. Canfora, M. Liverani, and C.
Zaccagnini, SSA, no. 2 (Rome: "L’Erma" di Bretschneider, 1990), 17-36; George E.
Mendenhall and Gary A. Herion, "Covenant," ABD (1992), 1:1179-1202.
-Sec Dennis J. McCarthy, Old Testament Covenant: A Survey o f Current Opinions
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1972), 1-89; Ernest W. Nicholson,"Covenant in a Century of
Study Since Wellhausen," OTS 24 (1986): 54-69; idem, God and His People: Covenant
and Theology in the Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), 3-117; Robert A.
Oden, Jr., "The Place o f Covenant in the Religion of Israel," in Ancient Israelite
Religion: Essays in Honor o f Frank Moore Cross, ed. Patrick D. Miller, Paul D.
Hanson, and S. Dean McBride (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 429-447; and Kenneth A.
Kitchen, "The Fall and Rise of Covenant, Law and Treaty,” TB 40 (1989): 118-135.
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M ethodology
In the present investigation, it is assumed that the message of the book of Amos is
rooted in the semantic, syntactical, and literary features present in the text of the book itself.
The issue of the existence of OT covenant elements in the series of the "Oracles Against the
Nations" of Amos 1-2 is addressed through a close reading o f the text, in its present
canonical form. The present study is not concerned therefore with the question of the
historical development of the prophetic text, and does not address the issue of the presence
of OT covenant elements in that series of oracles from that perspective.
The present inquiry into the prophetic material is earned on by means of an
exegetical study of these oracles, with a focus on the terminology, clauses, themes, literary
patterns, and structures that might convey, or have been claimed to convey, elements that
pertain intrinsically to the domain of OT covenants. All English translations of foreign
words and biblical texts in this dissertation are the author’s own.
As a background, a succinct survey of scholarly debate on the issue of the present
study is provided in chapter 2. This survey focuses especially on the "Oracles Against the
Nations" of Amos 1-2 and its related matters. Chapter 3 investigates that series of oracles
in its relationship to the historical and literary contexts of the book of Amos. It explores the
implications that the historical circumstances of the prophetic ministry of Amos and the
general literary issues of the book, especially its literary structure, might have on the
present research.
Chapter 4 deals with the problems that concern the delimitation of the pericope, the
textual variants to the present MT text of Amos 1-2, the literary structure of the "Oracles
Against the Nations," and the literary form of the oracles that compose that series. Here
again, possible implications from the issues covered in this chapter are explored. Chapter 5
examines the terminology, phraseology, and themes which appear in the series of oracles
of Amos 1-2 that seem to convey specific elements that belong to the domain of OT
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covenants. The exegetical analysis of this chapter focuses on the terms, phrases, and
themes that are related to the three entities of Amos 1-2: God, the prophet, and the nations.
The final chapter brings the present research to a conclusion. It summarizes the
findings made throughout the exegetical study developed in the previous chapters, and tries
to draw the implications that these findings might have on the discussion concerning the
presence of covenant elements in the first two chapters o f the book, as well as for the book
of Amos and for the preaching of that prophet
It is my hope that the present study will shed more light on such a debated issue,
and that at the end it may become a source of stimulus for further research on the book of
Amos and its relationship to OT covenants.
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CHAPTER 2
SURVEY OF LITERATURE
The present survey is divided into two parts: First, it covers the general debate on
the question of the presence of covenant in the book and/or the preaching of the prophet
Amos. This first step seems indispensable for understanding the specific debate on the
"Oracles Against the Nations,” since this debate is a reflection of this most general view.
Second, the survey focuses with more detail on the specific arguments concerning the
"Oracles Against the Nations" themselves.
The first part of the survey is itself divided into two sections: First, it covers the
discussion prior to the publication of George E. Mendenhall's views in the 1950s, and then
the discussion after it. Mendenhall was chosen as the reference point in view o f the
paramount importance of his contribution to the actual state of affairs of the discussion on
the nature of covenant. I
Besides this macrochronological division, each section is divided into two
subsections. The section covering the debate prior to the 1950s surveys first those scholars
who do not recognize covenant in the book of Amos because of the alleged late
development of the covenant idea, and then it surveys those who do recognize the early
existence of the covenant in ancient Israel. The section on the debate after the 1950s first
surveys those who recognize covenant as an early development in the Israelite religion, and
•See McCarthy, Old Testament Covenant, 10; and Nicholson, God and H is People,
56.
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then those who deny it. This subdivision basically follows the historical development of
the theological debate on the question of the covenant in modem biblical scholarship.1 As
is seen below, prior to the 1950s the debate started with the strong emphasis on the late
origin of the covenant concept in the religion of Israel given by Bernhard Duhm and Julius
Wellhausen during the 1870s. This emphasis was then opposed by a number of scholars
who reacted not only against Duhm’s and Wellhausen’s views, but also against a number
of other scholars who maintained a late origin for the OT covenant concept From the
1950s onward, the debate has been focused on the strong emphasis given to the early
origin of the OT covenant on the basis of the comparative studies between the OT
covenants and the ANE treaties that started with Mendenhall. This later emphasis,
however, has been strongly opposed by a number of scholars who have revitalized much
of the earlier view on the late origin of the OT covenant, and have given to it a new impetus
in the last decades. Each subsection is organized into groups of scholars who approached
the problem in similar ways. A chronological sequence is observed.
The survey of literature provided here has shortcomings, the main one of which is
the fact that it does not do full justice to each individual author and the richness of his
thought It does, however, have the advantage of delineating tendencies, landmarks on the
discussion, and the main players in the theological debate, providing thereby, it is hoped, a
more understandable overview to the reader.
The second part o f this chapter, covering the issue of the covenant in the "Oracles
Against the Nations" of Amos 1-2, follows only a topical approach. It groups the different
views on the issue under the general classification of those in favor and those against the
presence of covenant in that series of oracles.
■See the description o f this historical development in McCarthy, Old Testament
Covenant, 1-89; Nicholson, "Covenant," 54-69; idem, God and H is People, 3-117;
Oden, "Place of Covenant," 429-447; Kitchen, "Fall and Rise," 118-135.
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C ovenant and the Book/Prophecies o f Amos
The Discussion Prior to the 1950s
C ovenant as a Late
D evelopm ent
During the 1870s, two German scholars, Bernhard Duhm and Julius Wellhausen,
catalyzing much of the current historical-critical views of the epoch,1published two
fundamental studies? that provided the great initial stimulus for the modem debate on the
covenant in the religion of Israel, as well as in the book of Amos. The influence of their
views cannot be underestimated, especially because the last decades have seen a renewed
support and rehabilitation of their views.?
Bernhard Duhm considered that Amos broke away from the ancient natural and
magical understanding of religion of his people, and preached a new religion based on
morality and universalism, which Duhm called "ethical idealism." He further maintained
that Amos made no reference to a divine Law or a divine covenant, indeed he knew nothing
about it, though his preaching had a direct influence on the development of such concepts
by the time of King Josiah in the seventh century B.C.4 Similarly, Wellhausen emphasized
the revolutionary character of the preaching of Amos and his opposition to the old religious
'Especially pertinent to the theme of this research are Ewald's emphasis on the
prophets as inspired revolutionaries and Grafs thesis that the Law was later than the
prophets. See Heinrich Ewald, Die Propheten des alten Bundes, 2 vols. (Stuttgart:
Adolph Krabbe, 1840-1841); and Karl H. Graf, Die geschichtlichen Bucher des Alten
Testaments: Zwei historisch-kritische Untersuchungen (Leipzig: T. O. Weigel, 1866).
?Bemhard Duhm, Die Theologie der Propheten als Grundlage fu r die innere
Entwicklungsgeschichte der israelitischen Religion (Bonn: Adolph Marcus, 1875);
Julius Wellhausen, Geschichte Israels (Berlin: G. Reimer, 1878).
?See Nicholson, God and His People, 81-83.
4Duhm, Theologie der Propheten, 81, 113-118, 126; see also idem. The Twelve
Prophets: A Version in the Various Poetical Measures o f the Original Writings, trans.
Archibald Duff (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1912), 28-30; idem, Israels
Propheten, 2d corrected ed. (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1922), 35, 94-95, 127-128, 140,
210 .
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understanding of a natural bond between God and His people, i Amos, and the biblical
prophets who followed him, founded a new religion—"ethical monotheism.” From the
preaching o f the classical prophets, of whom Amos was the first representative, an entirely
new concept arose in Israel—the concept of covenant as the expression of God's
relationship with His people. The early "writing prophets," however, were unacquainted
with such a technical usage of the term m 2 ("covenant"); they never used it in their
preaching, for it was only from the time of Josiah onward that this term was used with
such a meaning.2
For both of them, therefore, no covenant can be found in the message o f the
prophet Amos. The main argument is the Deuteronomic origin of the concept They also
strongly emphasized that the late origin of the idea of covenant in ancient Israel is evidenced
by the absence of the word m 2 ("covenant") with the meaning of a divine covenant in the
book of Amos. If there is any element in the book that seems to point to covenant (e.g.,
the reference to rrrr; ["law, instruction"] and pfr ["statutes”] in the oracle against Judah in
Amos 2:4), these are not part of the authentic sayings of the prophet but are later additions
to the book from the Deuteronomic or Priestly times.3
(This natural bond for Wellhausen meant a kind of totemism. For him, the early
Israelites believed that they had a blood relationship with God, they were literally the
children of God, and somehow shared in the divine nature. See the discussion about this
point in McCarthy, Old Testament Covenant, 1.
2Reference here is made to the English translation: Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena
to the History o f Israel, trans. J. Sutherland Black and Allan Menzies, with a preface by
Robertson Smith (Edinburgh: Adam & Charles Black, 1885), 417-419; see also the reprint
of his article "Israel," in ibid., 469-474.
3Duhm, Theologie der Propheten, 196-197; idem. Twelve Prophets, 58; idem,
Israels Propheten, 96-97; Wellhausen, Prolegomena, 417-418; idem. Die Kleinen
Propheten ubersetzt und erklart, 4th ed. (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1963), 71-72, 120.
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Bernhard Stade, Richard R. Cripps, Robert H. Pfeiffer, and Israel I. Mattuck
basically argued in a similar way, keeping up this line o f argumentation down to the
1950s. i
A different approach was taken by Richard Kraetzschmar in the 1890s. He argued
that r r a ("covenant’’), meaning "a divine promise" or a "unilateral pledge," a form of
guarantee for the divine favor and help, can be found in the oldest forms of the Israelite
religion. The divine r r a ("covenant") with Abraham (in Gen 15), David (in 2 Sam 23),
Israel (in Exod 20:1-17; 34:10-28), and Levi (Deut 33:9) are good examples of it. Here
one has a "unilateral pledge," a "divine promise," which reassures God’s favor without
imposing on the human recipient any obligation. However, the full theological concept o f
m 2 ("covenant") as a covenant relationship between God and Israel with mutual rights and
obligations is Deuteronomic. This change in the meaning of m 2 ("covenant") occurred
under the influence of the preaching of the eighth-century prophets. As for Amos, he made
no usage at all of any notion of a divine m ? ("covenant"), but he based his preaching on
the divine deeds of salvation, the deliverance from Egypt, and the moral responsibility that
they impose on the benefited party, Israel.2 Kraetzschmar’s views were seconded very
closely by Hans Schmidt in the beginning of the twentieth century. For Schmidt, however.
1Bernhard Stade, Geschichte des Volkes Israel, 2d ed., AGE, no. 1.6 (Berlin: G.
Grote, 1886), 1:571-575; idem, Biblische Theologie des Alten Testament, GTW, no.
2/2.1 (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1905), 1:204-212,217-220; Cripps’s commentary on
Amos was first published in 1929; reference here is made to the 2d edition, Richard S.
Cripps, A Critical & Exegetical Commentary on the Book o f Amos, with a foreword by
R. H. Kennett, 2d ed. (London: S.P.C.K., 1955), 18-32, 334-335; Robert H. Pfeiffer,
Introduction to the Old Testament (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1941), 580-581;
idem, "Facts and Faith in Biblical History," JBL 70 (1951): 1-2,4; Israel I. Mattuck, The
Thought o f the Prophets, ERCEW, no. 11 (London: Allen and Unwin, 1953), 36-37,575 8 .6 3 ,6 8 , 186-191.
2Richard Kraetzschmar, Die Bundesvorstellung im Alten Testament in ihrer
geschichtlichen Entwicklung (Marburg: N. G. Elwert, 1896), 100-105.
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Amos never makes reference to a divine m ? ("covenant”) because, for him, God was a
just and moral God from whom one needs no pledge or promise of favor, as a guarantee.*
A third approach was taken by George A. Smith, W. Nowack, and Hermann
Gunkel by the beginning of the twentieth century. They maintained the Deuteronomic
origin of the covenant concept and Amos's complete ignorance of it, but they vehemently
opposed any notion of Amos as an innovator, the creator of a new ethical, moral religion.
For them, Amos was a reformer, preaching old values that had been forgotten. These old
values, however, were those based on common sense, on universal moral principles
known to all men. What is new with the prophet Amos is the unprecedented emphasis he
gives to morality.2
By the 1940s, Norman Snaith and William A. Irwin also addressed the question in
a different way. For them, in the sources J and E the word i r a ("covenant”), when
referring to God and Israel, meant nothing more than the henotheistic view that each nation
should adore and serve only its god. In that sense the relationship between YHWH and
Israel was not different from that between Chemosh and Moab. It is only from the
Deuteronomist onward that one has the distinctive Hebrew idea of covenant. This change
was influenced directly by the preaching of the eighth-century prophets, starting with
Amos, but evidently, as it did not exist at his time, it had no place in his preaching.2
■Hans Schmidt, "Bund. Uebersicht. I. Im Alten Testament," RGG1 (1909), 1:14321435; idem, D er Prophet Amos (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1917). 64-81.
2George A. Smith, The Book o f the Twelve Prophets, ExpB (New York: Funk &
Wagnalls, 1900), 1:89, 98-99, 103; W. Nowack, Amos und Hosea, RV, no. II, 9
(Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1908), 21-23; idem, Die Kleinen Propheten, GHKAT, vol.
IB, 4 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1922), 115-117; Hermann Gunkel, "Moses,”
RGG1 (1913), 4:522-523; idem. Die Propheten (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1917), 71-84; idem, "IIB. The Israelite Prophecy from the Time o f Amos," in Twentieth
Century Theology in the Making, vol. I, Themes o f Biblical Theology, ed. J. Pelikan,
trans. R. A. Wilson, FontL, no. 12/6 (London: Fontana Books, 1969), 60-61, 74-75.
2Norman H. Snaith, The Book o f Amos (London: Epworth Press, 1945), 1:1, 37,
43-44, 107-110; 2:56-57. 141; idem, Amos, Hosea and Micah, EPC (London: Epworth
Press, 1956), 21-22,49-50; William A. Irwin, T h e Hebrew: XI. Nation, Society, and
Politics," in The Intellectual Adventure o f Ancient Man: An Essay on Speculative
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Covenant as an Early
Development
On the opposite side o f the debate, a number of scholars defended an early origin
for the covenant concept, and its basic importance for the message of the book of Amos.
In the beginning of the 1880s, W. Robertson Smith advanced the thesis that
practice precedes theory, and that religious institutions precede their theoretical formulation.
Therefore, the reality of the covenant would precede its theological formulation. In Israel,
there was an artificial brotherhood, a union of tribes of different origins. Such a
brotherhood could only be m aintained through a covenant. YHWH was a God of a
confederation, and His relationship to Israel was not natural but ethical, established through
a covenant. The Decalogue was the basic document of the Israelite religion. Amos did not
claim any new truth, but he preached on the basis of concepts o f justice and morality that
were characteristic of the religion of his people, and he gave a fresh and powerful
application to these old forgotten truths. >
This sociological understanding of the function of covenant in the formation of
Israel found a powerful advocate in Max Weber. Like Smith, Weber maintained that Israel
was from its beginning an "outbound confederation" of tribes of different origins. The
rr-3 ("covenant") among these tribes was also a confederate covenant with God Himself,
and not only a fraternization among partners placed under the protection of a god, as
witnessed elsewhere. The Levites were the main agents of the development of the covenant
law and traditions through the centuries, and the prophets were the main guardians of such
traditions. The Torah is always the completely self-evident presupposition of all prophecy;
Thought in the Ancient Near East, ed. H. Frankfort and others (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1946), 328-331.
!W. Robertson Smith, The Prophets o f Israel and Their Place in History to the
Close o f the Eighth Century B.C. (New York: D. Appleton, 1882), 40-41, 108-143; idem.
The Old Testament in the Jewish Church, 2d ed., rev. and enl. (New York: D. Appleton,
1892), 294-305; idem. Lectures on the Religion o f the Semites, first series. The
Fundamental Institutions, new ed. (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1901), 20, 318319.
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it is seldom explicitly referred to because it went without saying. It is with such a
background that the preaching of the prophets like Amos must be understood. In the r m
("covenant”) one finds the basis for both the doom and hope present in Amos’s preaching,
for God is not only the God of wrath and revenge, but also the God of grace and
forgiveness.1
The case for the sociological dimension of the covenant in early Israel was further
strengthened by the publication of Martin Noth’s hypothesis on the amphictyonic nature of
the Israelite federation.? Weber’s and Noth’s views became, for many scholars, a very
reasonable way of understanding the socioreligious context o f the covenant between God
and Israel.
A remarkable contribution, with a sociological focus, is found in Andre Neher’s
study on Amos. Neher emphasized not only the importance of the covenant's function in
society, but, above all, the social revolution it reflected. Once liberated from slavery in
Egypt, the Israelites aspired to a socioreligious equality between all men, which is well
expressed by the Sinaitic covenant. Human "universalism” and "egalitarianism" were then
introduced into the realms of religion and society. The prophet Amos insisted all the time
upon this social revolution, especially in his defense of the poor and the weak, the ones
usually forgotten by society.?
W eber’s views were first published in a series of articles in the 1917-1919 issues of
the Archiv fu r Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialforschung, and subsequently published as a
book, in 1921, under the title Das antike Judenium. Reference is here made to the
English translation: Max Weber, Ancient Judaism, trans. and ed. Hans H. Gerth and D.
Martindale (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1952), 75-89, 118-124, 130-138, 277-278, 295,
297-311,317-318; see also idem. The Sociology o f Religion, trans. E. Fischoff,
introduction by T. Parsons (Boston: Beacon, 1963), 16, 80-81, 247.
2Martin Noth, Das System der zw olf Stamme Israels (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer,
1930; repr., Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1966); idem. The History o f
Israel (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1958), 85-137; idem, Gesammelte Studien zum
Alten Testament, TBu, no. 39 (Munich: Chr. Kaiser, 1957), 32-58.
?Andrd Neher, Amos: Contribution a Tetude du prophetisme. These principale
pour le doctoral es lettres presentee a la Faculte des Lettres de I'Universite de
Strasbourg (Paris: Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1950), 34-81; idem. L'essence du
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A different approach in the recognition of covenant in the book of Amos was
provided by Rudolf Kittel by the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the
twentieth. Kittel reevaluated the data of J and E, and argued that the Decalogue and the
Book of the Covenant give clear evidence for the historical reality and antiquity of the
Mosaic covenant He further argued that the recent findings of ANE laws have made
evident the fundamental importance of law, justice, and morality in the ANE world from
well before the time of Moses. Therefore, the notion of the Mosaic covenant standing at
the beginning of Israelite history is fully vindicated by the internal evidence of the biblical
text and by the external evidence o f the archeological Endings. Amos is an heir of this
Mosaic religion. He preached against Israel's sins and proclaimed the divine judgments on
the basis o f this old Israelite religion. Amos, however, pushed the Mosaic religion to its
purest and most complete expression.1 A. B. Davidson, William Rainey Harper, Emil
Kautzsch, and Albert C. Knudson argued in a similar way for the antiquity of the Mosaic
covenant, as evidenced by the Decalogue and the Book of the Covenant, and for its
importance in the preaching of the prophet Amos.2
prophetism e, Epim. (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1955), 116-121, 138-153,
172-175, 213-222.
■Rudolf Kittel, A History o f the Hebrews, trans. J. Taylor (London: William &
Norgate, 1895-1896), 1:238-252; 2:318-128; idem. The Scientific Study o f the Old
Testament, trans. j. C. Hughes (London: William & Norgate, 1910), 25-59, 75-76, 176235; idem. The Religion o f the People o f Israel, trans. R. C. Micklem (New York:
Macmillan, 1925), 55-58, 97-98, 134-138; idem. Great Men and Movements in Israel,
trans. C. A. Knoch and C. D. Wright, LBS (New York: Ktav, 1968), 36-37,229-242.
2A. B. Davidson, "Covenant," DB (1898), 1:511-512; idem, "God," DB (1899),
2:204; William R. Harper, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Amos and Hosea,
ICC (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1905), cx-cxxiv; idem. The Prophetic Element in the
Old Testament, CBS (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1905), 82-97, 106-109,
127; Emil Kautzsch, "Religion of Israel," DB (1912), extra voI.:684-691; see idem,
Biblische Theologie des Alten Testaments (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1911), 230-246;
Albert C. Knudson, The Religious Teaching o f the Old Testament (New York: Abingdon
Press, 1918), 30-32, 177-178; idem. The Prophetic M ovement in Israel (New York:
Methodist Book Concern, 1921), 42-43, 110-120, 140-146.
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A third and different approach was provided by Stanley Leathes. He classified a
series of direct quotations and references to the Pentateuchal material in Amos and the other
prophets, especially to material from Leviticus and Deuteronomy. He then contended that
the prophets could not have preceded Law and covenant since they were ail well acquainted
with them.1
Another approach was presented by Karl Budde by the end o f the nineteenth
century. For Budde, the Mosaic covenant was in its origin an alliance between the Kenites
and the Israelites. It is, however, rightly called a covenant with YHWH, because the
Israelites also turned to a new religion, the worship of YHWH, the mountain-God of the
Kenites. Amos emphasized the importance of this initial choice in the history of his people.
For the prophet, however, it was YHWH who freely chose Israel, and it followed that
"obligation” on the part of Israel was the complement of such privilege. For Amos, God
was as free to reject and punish the Israelites, if they did not perform His will, as He was
free when He chose them.2
A new and very influential approach came from the field of Form Criticism and its
new interest in the cult as the ground of origin and the background o f Israelite traditions.
One of the key contributions of this new trend came from Sigmund Mowinckel during the
1920s. Especially pertinent to the subject o f the present research are his views on the
centrality of the covenant-renewal ceremony during the New Year Festival, and the role
played by the temple prophet on such occasions. For Mowinckel, every year the divine
covenant with Israel was renewed through a cultic drama. The temple prophet had an
important part in such drama; he proclaimed YHWH’s coming, His will and
commandments, the covenant’s promises and conditions. He rebuked the people for their
■Stanley Leathes, The Law in the Prophets (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode,
1891), 152-160, 202-210; idem. The Claims o f the Old Testament (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1897), 42-46.
2KarI Budde, Religion o f Israel to the Exile, ALHR, 4th series— 1898-1899 (New
York: G. P. Putman's Sons, 1899), 24-25, 35-38, 133-135.
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transgressions, pronounced judgment, and exhorted the masses to be faithful and keep the
covenant. It was from these cultic prophets that the classical prophetic movement arose,
with prophets like Amos. They became the heirs and keepers of the Yahwistic traditions in
face of the increasing Canaanization of Israel's religion. They would appear in the cultic
festival, condemn the cult, pronounce judgment, and announce YHWH's coming to judge
and punish the unfaithful people, i
Following Mowinckel's ideas, many scholars analyzed the message o f the prophet
Amos against a cultic background, and found there a support for the prophet's use of
covenant traditions.2 Some went a step further and saw in Amos a cultic prophet or a
temple official.3 Especially interesting, in this sense, is Ernst Wurthwein's contribution.
For him, Amos was initially a cultic prophet who became a prophet of doom, because he
realized that Israel had violated the covenant's stipulations and had severed its relationship
with YHWH.4
1Sigmund Mowinckel, Psalmenstudien II. Das Thronbesteigungsfest Jahwds und
der Ursprung der Eschatologie (Kristiana: J. Dybwad, 1922; repr., Amsterdam; P.
Schippers, 1966), 150-178; idem, Psalmenstudien III. Kultprophetie und prophetische
Psalmen (Kristiana: J. Dybwad, 1923; repr. Amsterdam: P. Schippers, 1966), 14-63;
idem. Die Erkenntnis Gottes bei den alttestamentlichen Propheten (Oslo: Gr0ndahl &
Sons, 1941), 5-8, 29-41; idem. The Psalms in Israel's Worship, trans. D. R. Ap-Thomas
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1962), 1:154-164, 2:53-73; John F. X. Seehan, Religion and
Cult: A Translation o f Sigmund M owinckel's Religion og Kultus, FKJ (n.p.: Marquette
University, 1981), 96-97, 103-109, 113-114, 156-157, 173-176.
2Gerhard von Rad, Das formgeschichtliche Problem des Hexateuch, BWANT, no.
78 (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1938). Reference is here made to the English translation:
idem. The Problem o f the Hexateuch and Other Essays, trans. E. W. Trueman Dicken
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966), 20-48; Artur Weiser, Einleitung in das Alte
Testament (Gdttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1948). Reference is here made to the
English translation: idem. Introduction to the Old Testament (London: Darton, Longman
& Todd, 1961), 44-55,81-99,241-247; A. Bentzen. "The Ritual Background of Amos i
2-ii 16," OTS 8 (1950): 85-99.
3Alfired Haidar, Association o f Cult Prophets Among the Ancient Semites
(Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksells, 1945), 112, 120-121; Milos Bic, "Der Prophet Amos —
ein Haepatoskopos," V T 1 (1951): 293-296.
4Emst Wurthwein, "Amos-Studien," TAW 62 (1949-1950): 28-52.
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Another important approach also appeared during the 1920s. With the revival of
OT theology, the idea that the religion of Israel was not a natural religion, but rather a
religion of "election,” based on historical events, gained a new and widespread acceptance.
Covenant and election became a necessary background for the study of the biblical
literature. Scholars like Eduard Konig, Johannes Hempel, Kurt Galling, Artur Weiser,
Ernst Sellin, and Ludwig Koehler underlined the importance of the covenant tradition in the
message of Amos.i
One of the most influential contributions of this new direction in scholarship came
from Walther EichrodL Eichrodt saw the covenant as the central theme and the unifying
principle of the OT. Even where the covenant is not explicitly mentioned, its spiritual
premises are present. By the time of the "classical prophets," however, due to the
influence of the Canaanite religions, the covenant was understood as an external
relationship with God, a religion of "Do ut des, ” in which the divine gift was bound to the
reciprocating human performance. In order to oppose such dead formalism, prophets like
Amos stressed the personal note in the relationship with YHWH, with ideas like honesty,
love, and surrender, and avoided the concept of covenant that was so misunderstood. The
1Eduard Konig, Theologie des Alten Testaments (Stuttgart: Chr. Belser, 1922),
106-110; Johannes Hempel, Gott und Mensch im Alten Testament. Studie zur
Geschichte der Frommigkeit, BWANT, no. 38 (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1926), 126128; idem, Worte der Propheten (Berlin: A. Toplemann, 1949), 10-12, 196-205; Kurt
Galling, Die Erwahlungstraditionen Israels, BZAW, no. 48 (Giessen: A. Topelmann,
1928), 9-11, 26-37; Artur Weiser, Die Prophetie des Am os, BZAW, no. 53 (Giessen: A.
Topelmann, 1929), 113-114,302-307,314-318, 322-324; idem, Glaube und Geschichte
im Alten Testament, BWANT, no. 55 (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1931). 57-60; Ernst
Sellin, Das Zwolfprophetenbuch ubersetzt und erklart, KAT, vol. I2/I (Leipzig: A.
Deichert, 1929), 186-187; idem, "Propheten: IIC. Die Religion der Propheten," RGG2
(1930), 4:1554-1555; idem, Theologie des Alten Testaments, 2d ed. (Leipzig: Quelle &
Meyer, 1936), 93-98; Ludwig Koehler, Old Testament Theology, trans. A. S. Todd
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1957), 60-75,78-80. Koehler’s study was first
published in 1935 under the title Theologie des Alten Testaments.
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concept of covenant, however, is fundamental for the understanding o f Amos’s ministry
and message. >
The Discussion from the 1950s
to the Present
In 1954, George E. Mendenhall published two articles about law and covenant in
ancient Israel. By exploring their similarities with the Hittite suzerainty treaties, Mendenhall
came to the conclusion that the Sinaitic covenant could belong only to the second half of the
second millennium B.C., as the exclusive parallels with Hittite treaties indicated. He also
elaborated on the historical development of the covenant in ancient Israel. For him, during
the monarchy, the early Sinaitic covenant tradition was abandoned in favor of a covenant
understanding centered in the Abrahamic-Davidic covenant, with its emphasis on the

sustainment of the political state. The eighth-century prophets preached against such
abandonment of the old covenant tradition and law. They, however, did not directly use
the theme of the covenant in their preaching, probably because in their time the normative
idea of covenant was understood only in the monarchical sense. Their message,
nevertheless, is in complete harmony and reflects the basic structures of the Mosaic
covenant.2
The publication of Mendenhall's views gave a new and considerable impetus to the
study of the ANE treaties and the biblical covenant between YHWH and Israel. The
phenomenal increase in literature on the topic shows how much covenant became one of the
top issues on the theological agenda. Covenant became a top issue also in the studies on
the book of Amos.
•Eichrodt’s Theologie des Alten Testaments was first published in 1933. Reference
is here made to the English translation: Eichrodt, Theology o f the O ld Testament, 1:36-52,
338-344, 360-391, 459-467, 479-481.
2George E. Mendenhall, "Ancient Oriental and Biblical Law,** BA 17 (1954): 28-30,
34-43; idem, "Covenant Forms in Israelite Tradition," BA 17 (1954): 51,56-67,70-73;
idem, "Covenant," 719-720.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

21

Covenant as an Early
Development
Since the 1960s up to very recent publications, numerous scholars have been
calling attention to a series of terminologies and literary patterns in the book of Amos that
are very similar to those found in the ANE treaties.
In 1961, James Muilenburg pointed to the treaty/covenant basis of the ethical
terminology in Amos. Then, shortly afterward, G. Ernest Wright and F. Charles Fensham
stressed the prophet's use of the "rif>"-patiem within the same context. Fensham further
remarked on the use of the "blessing and curse" pattern and the "protection clause" in the
book.1
Since the 1960s, a large number of scholars have recognized a covenant
background in the book on the basis of the prophet’s use of the "rib"-pattern,* and in his
■James Muilenburg, The Way o f Israel: Biblical Faith and Ethics, HT (New York:
Harper & Row, 1961), 27,56-62,74-106; G. Ernest Wright, "The Lawsuit of God: A
Form-Critical Study of Deuteronomy 32,” in Israel’s Prophetic Heritage: Essays in
Honor o f James Muilenburg, ed. Bernhard W. Anderson and Walter Harrelson (New
York: Harper & Brothers, 1962), 48; F. Charles Fensham, "Common Trends in Curses of
the Near Eastern Treaties and Kudurru-Inscriptions Compared with Maledictions of Amos
and Isaiah," ZAW 15 (1963): 162, 165, 168, 170-175; idem, "Clauses o f Protection in
Hittite Vassal-Treaties and the Old Testament," VT13 (1963): 142-143; idem, "A Possible
Origin of the Concept of the Day of the Lord," in Proceedings o f the Ninth Meeting o f
"Die Ou-Testamentiese Werkgemeenskap in Suid-Afrika" H eld a t the University o f
Stellenbosch, 26th-29th July 1966 (Potchefstroom: n.p., n.d.), 92-96.
2Pierre Buis, "Les formulaires d’alliance," VT 16 (1966): 410; Lawrence A. Sinclair,
"The Courtroom Motif in the Book of Amos," JBL 85 (1966): 351-353; William F.
Albright, "Samuel and the Beginnings of the Prophetic Movement," in Interpreting the
Prophetic Tradition: The Goldenson Lectures 1955-1966, ed. H. M. Orlinsky, LBS
(Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College, 1969), 172-174; Walter Brueggemann, "Amos’
Intercessory Formula," VT 19 (1969): 385; Hillers, Covenant, 124-132; James W.
Limburg, "The Lawsuit of God in the Eighth-Century Prophets" (Th.D. dissertation.
Union Theological Seminary, 1969), 260-263,288-295; idem, "Amos 7:4: A Judgement
With Fire?" CBQ 35 (1973): 346-349; R. Leroy Brightup, "Northern Origins of Biblical
Literature: Amos, Hosea and Deuteronomy" (Th.D. dissertation. The Diff School of
Theology, 1970), 216-217; John S. Holladay, "Assyrian Statecraft and the Prophets of
Israel," HTR 63 (1970): 40; Marjorie (TRouke Boyle, "The Covenant Lawsuit of the
Prophet Amos: IH.1-IV.I3," VT2I (1971): 338-362; Cleon L. Rogers, Jr., "The
Covenant with Moses and Its Historical Setting," JETS 14 (1971): 145-146; Weinfeld,
"Covenant," 1020; idem, "m n b*rith,’' 276-277; idem, "Ancient Near Eastern Patterns in
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use of a specific treaty/covenant terminology.1 Particularly interesting in this sense are the
recent commentaries on Amos by Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman, and by
Jeffrey Niehaus, as well as Mendenhall’s most recent article on covenant. Andersen and
Freedman made constant reference to the treaty background of the book, to treaty
terminology, and to patterns like the "nh."2 Niehaus saw in the ”nh"-pattem the main
feature of the book. For him, the entire book is actually structured around that pattern. He
Prophetic Literature,” VT27 (1977): 187-190; Eric C. Rust, Covenant and Hope: A Study
in the Theology o f the Prophets (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1972), 43; Walter Vogels,
"Invitation k revenir i l’alliance et universalisme en Amos IX 7,” VT22 (1972): 223-239;
idem, God's Universal Covenant: A Biblical Study (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press,
1979), 74-87; Samuel Amsler, "Le th&me du procfcs chez Ies prophetes dTsrael,” RTP 24
(1974): 127-131; John J. Collins, "History and Tradition in the Prophet Amos,” TTQ 41,
no. 2 (1974): 128, 131; Moisds Chdvez, Modelo de oratorio: Obra basada en el analisis
estilistico del texto hebreo en el libro de Amos (Miami: Editorial Caribe, 1979), 56-59;
Smick, "rra (brh)," 129; David P. Reid, What Are They Saying About the Prophets?
(New York: Paulist Press, 1980), 19,89-90; Carl J. Laney, "Role of the Prophets in
God’s Case Against Israel," BS 138 (1981): 315-316, 318-320; Snyder, "Law and
Covenant," 162-163.
■Delbert R. Hillers, Treaty-Curses and the Old Testament Prophets, BO, no. 16
(Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1964), 29, 58, 71,76; idem. Covenant, 120-142;
Moshe Weinfeld, "Traces of Assyrian Treaty Formulae in Deuteronomy," Bib 46 (1965):
426-427; idem, "Covenant," 1020; idem, " m ? ten th ,” 253-279; Herbert B. Huffmon,
"The Treaty Background of Hebrew yada'," BASOR 181 (1966): 34; William F. Albright,
Yahweh and the Gods o f Canaan (London: Athlone, 1968), 188; Brueggemann,
"Intercessory Formula," 388-399; James L. Mays, Amos: A Commentary, OTL
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1969), 7-11,57; Limburg, "Lawsuit of God," 260;
Brightup, "Northern Origins," 204-219; Michael Fishbane, "The Treaty Background of
Amos 1:11 and Related Matters," JBL 89 (1970): 313-318; Boyle, "Covenant Lawsuit,"
338-362; Frank M. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History o f
the Religion o f Israel (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973), 268-269; Bergren,
Prophets and the Law, 90-112, 123-125; Seilhamer, "Role of the Covenant,” 435-451;
idem. Prophets and Prophecy: Seven Key Messengers (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977),
41-49; Andor Szabd, "Textual Problems in Amos and Hosea," VT25 (1975): 504-505;
Patrick D. Miller, Jr., Sin and Judgement in the Prophets: A Stylistic and Theological
Analysis, SBLMS, no. 27 (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1982), 21-25; Snyder, "Law,"
158-166; Michael L. Barre, "The Meaning of I’ sybnw in Amos l:3-2:6," JBL 105
(1986): 611-631.
2Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 26-27, 31-32, 41, 50, 231, 261-262, 278, 326,
381-382, 414, 747.
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also pointed out a series of terminologies that belong to the covenant/treaty background.1
Finally, George E. Mendenhall, in a joint article with Gary A. Herion, defended the
covenant background of prophets, like Amos, on the ground of their use of the “rib" or
"lawsuit” pattern, and on the ground of their call to obedience and repentance on the basis
of the acts of God in the past, in a very close parallelism to the Hittite treaties.2
Despite the great emphasis given to the covenant terminology and patterns in these
last decades, the argumentation in favor of the existence of covenant in the book of Amos
has not been restricted to that dimension only. Some new arguments have been advanced,
and much of the old argumentation prior to Mendenhall has maintained a strong foothold in
OT scholarship.
As before Mendenhall, one can see an argumentation in favor of a covenant
background on the basis of:
1. The covenant as one of the fundamental ancient traditions, as attested by the OT
(Erling Hammershaimb, J. A. Motyer, Robert B. Coote, and James Ward gave special
emphasis to it.)3
2. Amos’s references to Pentateuchai material (Gleason L. Archer, Jr.. and
Douglas Stuart elaborated extensively on Amos's use o f the covenant's blessings and
•Jeffrey Niehaus, "Amos," in Minor Prophets: An Exegetical and Expository
Commentary, vol. 1, Hosea, Joel, Amos, ed. ITioinas Edward McComiskey (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1992), 317-328, 340, 348-349, 361-362, 375, 399-403.
2Mendenhall and Herion, "Covenant," 1190-1191.
JErling Hammershaimb, The Book o f Amos: A Commentary, trans. J. Sturdy
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1970), 22,44,56-57; Henry McKeating, The Books o f Amos,
Hosea and Micah, CBC (Cambridge: University Press, 1971), 5-6,22-26; idem,
Studying the Old Testament (London: Epworth, 1979), 93-95; J. A. Motyer, The Day o f
the Lion: The Message o f Amos, VOT (Downers Grove, EL: InterVarsity Press, 1974),
21-23, 37-38,52-55, 64-68; Robert B. Coote, Amos Among the Prophets: Composition
and Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), 40; James M. Ward, Amos, Hosea, KPG
(Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1981), 1-2. See also Abraham J. Heschel, The Prophets (New
York: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1962), 30-33.
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curses from Deuteronomy and Leviticus.1 Stanley Lewis Bushey, David Easter, Thomas
Edward McComiskey, and Thomas J. Finley emphasized Amos’s references to
dispositions of the Mosaic Law and to the Pentateuchal picture of Israel's covenant
relationship with YHWH.)2
3.

The covenant cultic background of the prophet’s preaching (John D. W. Watts,

Dennis J. McCarthy, Walter Brueggemann, Gerhard von Rad, James L. Crenshaw, Henry
McKeating, Samuel Amsler, and others, especially recognized this background in the
book).2
■Gleason L. Archer, Jr., A Survey o f Old Testament Introduction, rev. ed.
(Chicago: Moody Press, 1985), 25-31; Douglas K. Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, WBC, vol. 31
(Waco, TX: Word Books, 1987), xxxi-xlii, 288; see idem, "The Old Testament Prophets’
Self Understanding of Their Prophecy," Them 6 (1980): 9-14.
2Stanley Lewis Bushey, "The Theology of Amos" (Ph.D. dissertation. Bob Jones
University, 1979), 108-119, 128-129, 157-162, 181-188,246,298, 301; David Easter,
"A Biblical Theology of Amos" (M.Th. thesis, Dallas Theological Seminary, 1980), 51-53;
Thomas Edward McComiskey, "Amos," in The Expositor Bible Commentary, ed. Frank
E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1985), 7:269-270,292-296, 306; Thomas
J. Finley, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, WEC (Chicago: Moody Bible Institute, 1990), 116-122,
158-172, 177-178, passim.
3John D. W. Watts, Vision and Prophecy in Amos (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B.
Eerdmans, 1958), 6-7, 14-20: idem, Basic Patterns in Old Testament Religion (New
York: Vantage Press, 1971), 134-135; Bruce Vawter, The Conscience o f Israel: PreExilic Prophets and Prophecy (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1961), 18-20, 75-77;
Fensham, "Clauses of Protection," 142-143; McCarthy, Treaty and Covenant, 149-150,
173-175; idem, "Prophets and Covenant Community," Jeev 11 (1981): 109-110; Walter
Brueggemann, "Amos IV 4-13 and Israel's Covenant Worship," VT 15 (1965): 1-15;
idem, "Intercessory Formula," 385-399; Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology,
trans. D. M. G. Stalker (New York: Harper & Row, 1965), 2:129-138, 176-187, 395397; Leslie C. Allen, "Amos, Prophet of Solidarity," VE 6 (1969): 42-53; Brightup,
"Northern Origins," 200; James L. Crenshaw, "’A Liturgy o f Wasted Opportunity’ (Am.
4:6-12; Isa. 9:9:7-10:4,5:25-29)," Sem 1 (1970): 31-33,35-37; Boyle, "Covenant
Lawsuit," 349; McKeating, Amos, 23-24,45-46; Samuel Amsler, "Amos,” in Osee, Joel,
Abdias, Jonas. Amos, ed. E. Jacob, Carl-A. Keller, and Samuel Amsler, CAT, vol. I la
(Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1982), 161-163, 170, 182; Michael J. Hauan, "The Background
of Amos 5:17b," HTR 79 (1986): 337-348.
Some scholars, in the 1960s, still identified Amos as a cultic prophet or as a temple
official. As cultic prophet: Antonius H. J. Gunneweg, "Erwagungen zu Amos 7, 14,”
ZTK 57 (1960): 1-16; Edwin C. Kingsbury, "The Prophets and the Council of Yahweh,"
JBL 83 (1964): 283,285-286. As temple official: Milos Bic, Die Propheten.
Bruckenbauer vom Knecht zum Sohn, AVTR, no. 10 (Berlin: Evangelische
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A new argumentation in favor of covenant can be seen in the emphasis on the use
of the "apodictic laws" by Amos. Robert'Bach, exploring Alt’s classification of the
Israelite laws into "casuistic" and "apodictic,”1 observed that the only parallel to Amos’
accusations are found in the "apodictic laws" of the Pentateuch. He concluded, therefore,
that Amos was closely connected with the Israelite covenant tradition expressed by these
laws.'1
Another novelty was the increasing focus on the prophets as "covenant mediators."
The prophets would be the continuators of the Mosaic office, as indicated by Deut 18:1522. Amos as a "covenant mediator” based his preaching on the old Israelite law and
covenant, condemned Israel's sins, prayed for forgiveness, announced the divine
judgment, called to repentance, and prophesied about the future beyond the judgment.
Verlagsanstalt, 1959). 18; idem. Das Buch Amos (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt,
1969), 20; Arvid S. Kapelrud, Central Ideas in Amos (Oslo: Oslo University Press,
1961), 5-7, 69-70, 80-81; idem, "New Ideas in Amos," VTS 15 (1966): 193-194; idem,
"Tradition and Worship: The Role of the Cult in Tradition Formation and Transmission," in
Tradition and Theology in the Old Testament, ed. Douglas A. Knight, BibSem
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990), 111-112.
•Albrecht Alt, Die Ursprunge des israelitischen Rechts (Leipzig: S. Hiizel, 1934);
English translation: idem, 'The Origins o f Israelite Law," chap. in Essays on Old
Testament History and Religion, trans. R. A. Wilson, BibSem (Sheffield: JSOT Press,
1989), 81-132.
2Robert Bach, "Gottesrecht und weltliches Recht in der Verkundigung des Propheten
Amos," in Festschrift fu r Gunter Dehn zum 75. Geburtstag am 18. A pril 1957,
dargebracht von der Evangelisch-Theologischen Fakultat der Rheinischen Friederich
Wilhelms-Universitat zu Bonn, ed. Wilhelm Schneemelcher (Neukirchen: Verlag der
Buchhandlung des Erziehungsvereins, 1957), 23-34. A similar opinion was expressed by
Walther Zimmerli, The Law and the Prophets: A Study o f the Meaning o f the Old
Testament, trans. R. E. Clements, HT (New York: Harper & Row, 1967), 68; Boyle,
"Covenant Lawsuit," 350; and Bergren, Prophets and the Law, 29-32, 65-67, 204-220.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

26
Hans-Joachim Kraus, John Marsh, Henning Graf Reventlow, James Muilenburg, Walter
Zimmerli, James Limburg, and many others gave strong emphasis to this idea.i
An interesting new tendency, observed in the last decades, is the growing
recognition by a number of scholars that Amos did not use only one tradition, whether
covenant or something else, but that he is indebted to the rich faith of ancient Israel and
drew from a variety of traditions that composed his own intellectual and cultural
background. So, in 1962, Samuel Terrien remarked that Amos used wisdom, covenant,
•Kans-Joachim Kraus, Die Prophetische Verkundigtmg des Rechts in Israel, ThS,
no. 51 (Zollikon: Evangelischer Verlag, 1957), 11-35; idem. The People o f God in the
Old Testament, WCB, no. 22 (London; United Society for Christian Literature, 1963),
27-52; idem, Biblisch-theologische Aufsatze (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag,
1972), 120-127; John Marsh, Amos and M icah, TBC (London: SCM Press, 1959), 1416; Henning Graf Reventlow, "Prophetenamt und Mittleramt," ZTK 58 (1961): 282-284;
idem, D asA m tdes Propheten bei Amos, FRLANT, no. 80 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1962), 30-56,73-75, 89-90, I0 9 -1 16; James Muilenburg, "The 'Office' of the
Prophet in Ancient Israel,” in Hearing and Speaking the Word: Selections from the
Works o f James Muilenburg, ed. Thomas F. Best (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1984),
148-149; Zimmerli, Law and the Prophets, 66-69; Samuel J. Schultz, The Prophets
Speak: Law o f Love - the Essence o f Israel's Religion (New York: Harper & Row,
1968), 20-21; Limburg, "Lawsuit of God,” 295; idem, Hosea-Micah, 87-90, 94-95, 97;
Holladay, "Assyrian Statecraft,” 30-31, 34-35; Boyle, "Covenant Lawsuit," 346-347;
Thomas M. Raitt, "The Prophetic Summons to Repentance," ZAW83 (1971): 42; Bruce C.
Birch, Let Justice Roll Down: The O ld Testament, Ethics, and Christian Life
(Louisville, KY: Westminster Press, 1991), 243,245-247.
Some scholars, like Jeffrey Niehaus ("Amos,” 321-322), reserve the usage of the
term "covenant mediator" only to those personages who actually "mediated" a covenant
between God and man (e.g., Moses). The prophets are basically referred to as YHWH’s
messengers (Niehaus refers to Amos as "covenant-Iawsuit messenger," since for him this
is primarily the function of the prophets in the OT; cf. idem, 316). Their search for
accuracy points to the pressing need for more clear and precise terminology in the Geld of
OT studies. In the discussion on the prophet, undertaken in chap. 5 (see below, 201-216),
however, the term "covenant mediator" is used in reference to Amos. Though the prophet
Amos was first of all YHWH’s messenger (most of the time, he delivered YHWH’s
messenger to Israel), he went beyond that dimension. In Amos 5, the prophet exhorted the
people to seek YHWH so that they could live and avoid destruction. In Amos 7, he
interceded with YHWH in favor of Israel, and YHWH relented twice from His intended
judgments. These two other pictures o f Amos are important elements of the book’s
theology on the prophet's role and ministry. In this study, therefore, "covenant mediator”
is used not in the sense of someone who "arbitrates, moderates, negotiates," or "settles” a
covenant (like the case of Moses); but in the sense of an "intermediary" between the Lord
of the covenant and His people, one who "intervenes, intercedes" between the two parties.
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and legal traditions in his preaching.1 A complex background for the book of Amos,
which includes the covenant tradition, has been argued by scholars like James K. West,
Jean-Luc Vesco, Joseph Jensen, A. S. van der Woude, David Allan Hubbard, Gary V.
Smith, Gerhard F. Hasel, and Shalom M. Paul.2
Another interesting approach to the question was introduced by Paul R. House in
his study of the Twelve Minor Prophets. House focused on some literary bonds in order to
demonstrate that the books of the Twelve Minor Prophets were indeed built into a literary
unity in the biblical canon. He went on to demonstrate that many times a theme is
introduced in one prophetic book, and then it is carried on and developed into details in the
books that follow. For House, the themes that structure and unite the sequence of the
twelve prophetic books are those of sin, punishment, and restoration. The use of common
terminology and the treatment of identical themes, especially at the beginning and at the end
of a book, provide the link between that book and those that precede and follow it. The
first six prophetic books (Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, and Micah) are especially
‘Samuel Terrien, "Amos and Wisdom,” in Israel's Prophetic Heritage: Essays in
Honor o f James Muilenburg, ed. Bernhard W. Anderson and Walter Harrelson (New
York: Harper & Brothers, 1962), 108-115; idem. The Elusive Presence: Toward a New
Biblical Theology, RP (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1978), 24-25, 239-240.
2James K. West, Introduction to the Old Testament: "Hear, O Israel" (New York:
Vantage Press, 1971), 241-250; David Allan Hubbard, Themes from the Minor
Prophets, BCL (Glendale, CA: Regal Books Division, G/L Publications, 1978), 40-47;
idem, Joel and Amos: An Introduction and Commentary, TOTC (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 1989), 94-96,109-114; Jean-Luc Vesco, "Amos de Teqoa, defenseur
de niomme," RB 87 (1980): 503-513; Joseph Jensen, God’s Word to Israel (Wilmington,
DE: Michael Glazier, 1982), 82-86,160; idem, "Eighth-Century Prophets and Apodictic
Law," in To Touch the Text: Biblical and Related Studies in Honor o f Joseph A.
Fitzmyer, ed. M. P. Horgan and P. J. Kobelski (New York: Crossroad, 1989), I03-117:
A. S. van der Woude, "Three Classical Prophets: Amos, Hosea and Micah," in Israel's
Prophetic Tradition: Essays in Honour o f Peter R. Ackroyd, ed. Richard Coggins,
Anthony Phillips, and Michael Knibb (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982),
38-39; Gary V. Smith, Amos: A Commentary, LBI (Grand Rapids, MI: Regency
Reference Library, 1989), 33-34, 64-71, 97-99,114, 133-136, 155, etc.; idem,
"Continuity and Discontinuity in Amos’ Use of Tradition," JETS 34 (1991): 33-42; Hasel,
Understanding, 71-81; Shalom M. Paul, Amos: A Commentary on the Book o f Amos,
Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 2-5, 8, 87, 101-102, 142-143. 149, 183.
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focused on the question of the covenant and the cosmic nature of sin. The next three
(Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah) capture the essence of covenantal and cosmic
punishment. The last three (Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi) relate the possibility of
restoration, both covenantal and cosmic. House argued further that the themes of sin,
punishment, and restoration can also be perceived in the development of a common and
progressive plot throughout the twelve books, and in the characterization of the personages
that are part of the literary drama. In order to understand the message of the book of
Amos, contended House, one must relate it to Hosea’s introduction of the sins of Israel and
the breach of her covenant with YHWH, as well as to Joel’s development of these themes
coupled with his presentation of the cosmic sin of the nations.1

Covenant as a Late
Development
Notwithstanding the growing recognition of a covenant background in the book of
Amos in recent biblical scholarship, the last decades have also seen an increasing number
of scholars arriving at very contrary conclusions. Indeed, the views expressed earlier by
Duhm, Wellhausen, and others have received a renewed support and rehabilitation.
In 1961, Robert H. Pfeiffer published his study on the religion of the OT, stating
that every mention of the covenant between YHWH and Israel is later than 621 B.C. (i.e.,
after the time when the Book of the Law was found in the temple during the reign of King
Josiah). He further argued that no ethical religion can be found in Israel prior to the prophet
Amos. The prophet Amos did not preach on the basis of any divine commandment, since
none was known at his time. He however denounced Israel’s wickedness on the basis of
what, according to ancient tradition, was right and beneficial to the family, clan, tribe, and
nation.2
•Paul R. House, The Unity o f the Twelve, JSOTSup, no. 97 (Sheffield: Almond
Press, 1990), 67-109, 116-136, 176, 191-193, 205-206, 212.
2Robert H. Pfeiffer, Religion in the Old Testament: The History o f a Spiritual
Triumph, ed. Charles C. Forman (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1961), 54-55, 123-127.
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A strong defense of the Deuteronomic origin of the covenant concept in Israel came
from Lothar Perlitt and Ernst Kutsch. For both of these scholars, covenant is a theological
concept created by the Deuteronomic movement as a response to the theological crises and
spiritual need of a people shaken by the destruction of their nation and the ensuing exile.
The response was the notion of a divine n n ? ("covenant”) that had been broken, and on
account o f which they were now suffering the curses inherent in it. Their studies further
argued that prior to the Deuteronomic material one cannot find the word m 3 ("covenant")
being used in a theological sense.1 As for the problem of covenant in the book of Amos,
Perlitt argues that the prophet Amos never uses the word m 3 ("covenant"), and all
attempts to find covenant in the book are in face of the absence of the word itself. For
Perlitt, Amos preached a new message that the prophet believed he had received horn
YHWH.2 For Kutsch, all the passages in Amos that have a covenant connotation, such as
Amos 1:9, 2:4, etc., are late additions to the original message.3
Perlitt's and Kutsch's studies had such a strong impact on biblical scholarship4 that
some scholars who previously had supported a covenant background for the book revised
their views and later maintained a very different opinion. Ronald E. Clements in 1965
made an extensive defense of the covenant cultic background of the prophets. In 1975,
however, he forcefully advocated the idea that not covenant but the divine call, the message
that the prophet believed to have received from YHWH, and some early traditions were the
1Perlitt, Bundestheologie, 1-128; Kutsch, Verheifiung und G esetz, 51-152. See
also idem, "Bund I," 398-399; idem, " m 3 b*rit ,"341, 344-345, 350-351.
2Perlitt, Bundestheologie, 129-136.
3Kutsch, Verheissung und Gesetz, 53, 74, 79, 95.
4This impact can be verified when a scholar of the stature of Martin-Achard,
reviewing them, said that now one ought to review all that has been said about covenant in
biblical and dogmatic theology. See Robert Martin-Achard, 'Trois ouvrages sur l’alliance
dans l'Ancien Testament," RTP 110 (1978): 299.
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basis o f Amos's preaching.1 George W. Ramsey in 1970 defended Amos's covenant
background on the basis of the prophet's use o f the "nh"-pattem. In 1981, nevertheless,
he argued that the covenant concept became common only in the Deuteronomic literature,
and any similarity with the ANE treaties can be explained as a rhetorical device.2
A strong case for the revolutionary and innovative character o f the preaching of
Amos was made by C. F. Whitley, J. Vermeylen, and Ernest W. Nicholson. For them,
Amos decidedly broke with the ancient traditions of Israel and preached a new
understanding of religion. For Whitley, Amos went to preach to Israel because God sent
him (Amos 7:15), and because God revealed to him His secret (Amos 3:7). The "Word of
YHWH," preached by Amos, was in direct conflict with Israel’s old established religious
traditions. Whitley further specified that Amos conceived Yahweh's relationship with
Israel in terms of human relationship rather than covenant.5 As for Vermeylen and
Nicholson, they emphasized the prophet’s breaking away from the common mythological
understanding of religion that Israel shared with all the other peoples o f ANE. Amos and
the other eighth-century prophets would be then the first to have preached a moral and
ethical religion, and from their preaching the covenant concept later emerged in Israel.4
A renewed appeal to Amos's usage of universal and natural laws, as the basis of
his indictments, can be seen in A. G. Auld’s commentary on Amos.5 It also received some
i Ronald E. Clements, Prophecy and Covenant, SBT, no. 43 (Naperville, IL: Alec
R. Allenson, 1965), 19-33; idem. Prophecy and Tradition, GPT (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1975), 3-4, 22-23, 28-31, 34-36, 39-40.
2George W. Ramsey, "Amos 4:12 — A New Perspective," JBL 89 (1970): 187-191;
idem. The Quest fo r the Historical Israel (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1981), 60-63.
3C. F. Whitley, The Prophetic Achievement (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1963), 30-39, 4353; idem, "Covenant and Commandment in Israel," JNES 22 (1963): 37-48.
4J. Vermeylen, "Les prophetes de la conversion face aux traditions sacraies de Ilsrael
ancien," RTL 9 (1978): 5-32; Nicholson, "Covenant,” 65-67; idem, God and His People,
192-210.
5A. G. Auld, Amos, OTG (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1986), 74, 78.
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support in John Barton’s study on the "Oracle Against the Nations" of Amos 1-2.1 Barton,
however, elaborated further on the possibility that Amos was not speaking exactly of
universal principles known to men of all times, but more specifically, he was referring to
"international customary laws," some kind of code of conduct expected to be observed in
time of war, a code that was accepted and endorsed by the nations of ANE.2 The notion of
customary laws was also elaborated by John H. Hayes. For Hayes, Amos did not draw
his accusations of Israel’s, or any other nation's, sins from any specific collection of OT
laws. The prophet seems to refer, however, to what can be called Israelite customary law
and morality as well as international customary laws. There is no evidence in the book of
Amos that the relationship between YHWH and Israel was understood in terms of covenant
theology at the time.2
A remarkable contribution to the issue o f covenant in the book of Amos came from
Hans Walter Wolff. He argued that in order to establish Amos’s intellectual background, it
is necessary first of all to identify what is original and what are late additions to the book.
When he did so, he noticed that in the "authentic" passages there is no reference to law,
covenant, and even to the Exodus tradition, but there is an abundance of themes,
expressions, and forms that are related to the wisdom literature. Wolff maintained that the
prophet Amos himself believed that his preaching was based on the divine call and the
■John Barton, Amos's Oracles Against the Nations, SOTSMS, no. 6 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1980), 42-43.
zibid., 43-45, 51-61.
3John H. Hayes, "The Oracles Against the Nations in the Old Testament: Their Usage
and Theological Importance" (Th.D. dissertation, Princeton University, 1964), 186-189;
idem, Amos, His Time and His Preaching: The Eighth-Century Prophet (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1988), 38. For a similar view see William J. Doorly, Prophet o f
Justice: Understanding the Book o f Amos (New York: Paulist Press, 1989), 25-28.
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message he received from above, and not on a tradition. As one analyzes his message,
however, it is evident that clan wisdom is the actual background of his preaching. •
Anthony Phillips also pointed to a wisdom background for the book of Amos.
This position shows a remarkable shift from his previous statements in 1970 in which he
defended the idea that Amos’s announcement of God’s judgment was based on the
covenant and on the Decalogue. Later, he argued that Amos's indictments reflect, not the
Decalogue or the covenant, but court wisdom, probably that of the Davidic state.?
Max E. Poiley went in another direction. He interpreted the book of Amos in the
light of the Davidic royal theology. For him, Amos condemned the northern kingdom and
the neighboring nations for their abandonment of the status of vassals of Judah, which was
imposed on them under the Davidic empire?
Finally, among the increasing numbers of scholars who have recognized a complex
cultural background of the book of Amos, there is a sizable number who do not consider
covenant to be a part of it. Paul-Eugene Dion, J. Alberto Soggin, Hans M. Barstad,
Robert Martin-Achard, Norman K. Gottwald, Harry Mowvley, and Bruce E. Willoughby
•Wolffs Amos’ Geistige Heimat and his commentary on Joel and Amos were first
published in German in 1964 and in 1969 respectively. Reference is here made to the
English translations: Hans Walter Wolff, Amos the Prophet: The Man and His
Background, trans. Foster R. McCurley, ed. with an introduction by John Reumann
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1973), 32-34,42-44,49-53,54-76, 88-89; idem, Joel and Amos:
A Commentary on the Books o f the Prophets Joel and Amos, trans. Waldemar Janzen,
S. Dean McBride, Jr., and Charles A. Muenchow, ed. S. Dean McBride, Jr., Hermeneia
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 91, 100-106; see also idem. Die Stunde des Amos:
Prophetie und Protest (Munich: Chr. Kaiser, 1969), 23-38; idem. The Old Testament: A
Guide to Its Writings, trans. Keith R. Crim (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1973), 61-62, 90-91;
idem. Confrontations with the Prophets (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 10-11.
2Anthony Phillips, Ancient Israel's Criminal Law: A New Approach to the
Decalogue (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1970), 1-13,65,69, 72; idem, "Prophecy and
Law," in Israel's Prophetic Tradition: Essays in Honour o f Peter R. Ackroyd, ed.
Richard Coggins, Anthony Phillips, and Michael Knibb (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1982), 220-223.
?Max E. Poiley, Amos & the Davidic Empire: A Socio-Historical Approach
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 8-9, 14-16, 28-54, 66-74, passim.
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have recognized a variety of backgrounds in the book, like wisdom, royal theology,
universal morality, election theology, Exodus tradition, customary laws, etc., but not
covenant.1

Covenant and the "Oracles Against the Nations"
of Amos 1-2
The general survey above already touched many essential points relevant for the
more specific discussion concerning the "Oracles Against the Nations." The present
succinct survey is focused on the specific question of the relationship of the covenant
concept and the oracles that compose the first two chapters of the book o f Amos. The
specifics of the argumentation in favor of or against covenant provide the starting point for
the discussion of the topic in the chapters that follow .2
Arguments in Favor of Covenant
A number of scholars have argued that the basis of the oracles of judgment against
the foreign nations in Amos is to be found in the Israelite concept of covenant. The
argumentation can be classified in three categories: First, the oracles are based on some
specific covenant concepts; second, oracles against foreign nations were part of the Israelite
•Dion, "Message moral," 5-34; Soggin, Amos, 18-22, 52,55-56; Hans M. Barstad,
"The Religious Polemics of Amos: Studies in the Preaching of Amos 2,7B-8; 4,1-13; 5,127; 6,4-7; 8,14,” VTS 34 (1984): 61-67; Robert Martin-Achard, Amos: I'homme, le
message, I’influence, PFTUG, no. 7 (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1984), 75-105; Robert
Martin-Achard and S. Paul Re’emi, God’s People in Crisis: A Commentary on the Book
o f Amos and a Commentary on the Book o f Lamentations, ITC (Edinburgh: Handsel
Press, 1984), 22-23; Norman K. Gottwald, The Hebrew Bible: A Socio-Literary
Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 353-358; Harry Mowvley, The Books o f
Amos & Hosea, EC (London: Epworth Press, 1991), 15, 17, 27-28, 30, 33, 37-38, 49;
Bruce E. Willoughby, "Amos, Book of," ABD (1992), 1:207-208. Martin-Achard
actually opens a possibility for the prophet's use of covenant tradition, though on a very
secondary scale, but as he comments on the text, he never mentions the covenant tradition.
2Cf. also the good surveys of the same topic in Barton, Amos's Oracles, 39-45;
Hayes, Amos, 56-59; Poiley, Amos, 58-74; and Jim Hiner, Jr., "The Basis of God’s
Judgment Against the Nations in Amos 1-2" (M.A. thesis, Andrews University, 1992),
15-30.
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covenant cultic ritual; third, condemnation of the sins of foreign peoples is a logical
extension of the Israelite covenant ethics.
The first argumentation, the existence of specific covenant concepts in the series,
has been advanced on different grounds. Some scholars have identified in Amos 1-2 a
confluence of concepts from the Noahic and the Mosaic covenants. For them, the Noahic

covenant is evidenced by: the concept of God as the universal God, the Creator and the
Sustainer of the cosmic order (as evidenced in the oracles of Amos 1-2, as well as in Amos
4:13,5:8,9:5-7 // Gen. 9:8-17); the characteristic terminology nn?Db ("family") and rat
("brother”) found in the book (Amos 1:9, 11; 3:1-2 // Gen 9:5; 10:5, 20,31-32); the basic
legal disposition for the respect of the human being and of his life (which is seemingly the
main point in the oracles of Amos l:3-2:3 // Gen 9:5). The a ® ("rebellion, transgression")
of the nations is understood as a rebellion against the lordship of God through the
transgression of His basic commandment for the entire humankind— the respect for life, for
the fellow human being. The Mosaic covenant is evidenced by: the evocation of the Law of
YHWH and His statutes (Amos 2:4); the prophetic denunciation of Judah’s and Israel’s
transgressions o f this covenant law (Amos 2:4,6-8); and by the recital of YHWH’s saving
acts of the Exodus, the sojourn in the desert, and the gift of the promised land (Amos 2:911). The 30s ("rebellion, transgression") of Judah and Israel is understood as a rebellion
against their covenant God, and as a breach o f the covenant that YHWH established with
the people of Israel on Sinai.1
Some other scholars have also drawn together the notions of a universal covenant
and the Mosaic covenant, but on different grounds. The transgression of YHWH’s
covenant law, by both Judah and Israel, is usually seen as the decisive evidence for the
Mosaic covenant. The arguments for a universal covenant differ, however. Roy L.
Honeycutt, for example, spoke of a universal "covenant" with the nations on the basis of a
■See, e.g., Neher, Amos, 65-81; Vogels, God's Universal Covenant, 29-32, 82-87;
Robert B. Chisholm, Jr., Interpreting the M inor Prophets (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 1990), 75-76; Niehaus, "Amos,” 340-341,354, 361-371.
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universal conscience under which all men are responsible before God.* Jakob Jocz
referred to a common moral law that underlies all humanity, which is embedded in the
universe and governs all life.2 Douglas Stuart, for his part, argued that the implicit notion
of a universal covenant found in the oracles is based on the assumption that there is only
one God, YHWH, who has power over the whole earth, and whose righteousness will not
tolerate unrighteousness on the part of any nation.3 Jim Hiner, Jr., in his thesis on the
"Oracles Against the Nations,” especially stressed the specific covenant connotations of the
term

("rebellion, transgression"), which is used for both God's people (Judah and

Israel) and the foreign nations. He further argued for the existence of a universal covenant
in the book on the basis of: the theological themes that seem to denote such a covenant (e.g,
the universal sovereignty of God); the fact that in the book of Amos, God's relationship
with the nations and with Judah/Israel are always set in parallel, indicating that a certain
kind of covenantal relationship existed with the foreign nations too; and finally, the
existence of the concept of a universal covenant in the other eighth-century prophets Hosea
and Isaiah (Hos 6:7; Isa 24:5).4
Paul R. House, following his working thesis on the intentional sequence of the
Minor Prophets and their theological interconnections, argued that Amos 1-2 takes over the
*For Honeycutt, this universal responsibility and accountability to God is a corollary
of the Divine creative activity and His providential care over all, as Amos 9:7 makes clear.
The sins of the foreign nations are therefore against the common standards of morality
which are inherent in the conscience of all human beings. See Roy L. Honeycutt, Amos
and H is Message: An Expository Commentary (Nashville: Broadman, 1963), 20-21, 3136.
2Jocz specially emphasized that one is not to equate this moral universal law with a
"natural law." The notion of a "natural law” is more a Greek than a biblical concept The
Bible understands the implanted laws within creation not mechanically, as if they were the
results of impersonal principles. The basic law that governs ail existence is of a personal
and covenantal nature; it expresses God's eternal faithfulness to His creation. This moral
universal law is the justification for the judgments against foreign nations in Amos. See
Jocz, Covenant, 36-37.
3Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 308-320.
4Hiner, "Basis of God’s Judgment," 2-9, 90-91, I21-I5I.
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theological themes introduced by Hosea (breach of the Sinai covenant) and Joel (cosmic
sins of the nations). The nations are judged for the breach of the universal covenant of
God with the human race (as in Joel, God is presented as the world sovereign), while
Judah and Israel are condemned for the breach of their special covenant with God (as in
Hosea, their relationship with God is presented in terms of the spouse/parent imagery, cf.
Amos 3:l-2).!
The covenant background of the series in Amos 1-2 was also defended by a
number of scholars on the basis of the prophetic usage of the "rih"-pattem, as an evidence
that these oracles were built into a covenant lawsuit^ Emphasis has also been given to the
usage of covenant curses in the judgments pronounced against the nations, and to specific
ANE treaty terminology, such as rat ("brother”) or atje ("rebellion, transgression”).
Covenant curses and treaty terminology are usually seen as a definitive proof that Amos
was reasoning and speaking from inside the context of covenant.3 Appeal has also been
made to the apparent connection between certain transgressions denounced by Amos,
especially those in the oracle against Israel, and some explicit dispositions o f the ancient
Israelite covenant law.* The role of the prophet as a "covenant mediator," a function that in
•House, Unity o f the Twelve, 77-79, 133-135.
2See, e.g., Buis, "Formulaires," 410; Page H. Kelley, The Book o f Amos: A Study
Manual, SBSS (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1966), 41; Limburg, "Lawsuit of
God," 290-293; Vogels, "Invitation," 226-227; idem, God's Universal Covenant, 85-87;
Niehaus, "Amos," 340, 365.
3See, e.g., Fishbane, "Treaty Background," 313-318; Mays, Amos, 7; Howard R.
Macy, "The Legal Metaphor in Oracles Against Foreign Nations in the Pre-Exilic Prophets"
(M.A. thesis, Earlham School of Religion, 1970), 37-58; Seilhamer, "Role of the
Covenant," 438-439; Deryck C. T. Sheriffs, "Empire and the Gods: Mesopotamian Treaty
Theology and the Sword in the First Millennium B.C." (Doctoral thesis. University of
Stellenbosch, 1976), 71, 127-129, 397; Barrd, "V 'sybnw," 617-619; Stuart, HoseaJonah, 310-320; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 231, 261-262, 278, 326.
*See, e.g., Bach, "Gottesrecht," 28-34; Zimmerii, Law and the Prophets, 68;
Boyle, "Covenant Lawsuit,” 350; Bergren, Prophets and the Law, 204-207.
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itself already reveals the covenantal context of the oracles in Amos 1-2, has also been
stressed, i
For some scholars, the idea of covenant is to be found only in relationship to Judah
and Israel. For them, the other nations in the series were judged solely on the basis of
principles of universal morality,2 international laws,3 or on the basis of the breach of their
treaty obligation as fellow vassals to the Davidic king.4
For William J. Dumbrell, the Davidic covenant is behind the "Oracles Against the
Nations” in Amos 1-2. The book of Amos starts with a note on the Davidic covenant
theology, when in Amos 1:2 it is said that YHWH "roars from Zion." The list of the
nations in Amos 1-2 concerns only those nations that once were part of the Davidic empire.
The book then concludes with an oracle on the restoration of the Davidic dynasty and
kingdom (Amos 9:11-12).5
For Robert B. Coote, only the oracle against Israel was really pronounced by the
prophet Amos. The idea of covenant appears to be the immediate source of Amos's
concept of justice. All the other oracles in the series are later additions to the original
speech of the prophet, in order to actualize the prophetic message as time went by*
•See, e.g., Limburg, "Lawsuit of God," 295; idem, Hosea-M icah, 87-88.
2 See, e.g.. Harper, Amos and Hosea, cxviii; Hammershaimb. Amos, 21-22;
Motyer, Day o f the Lion, 35-47; Limburg, Hosea-Micah, 88-90; Finley, Amos, 117,
133-134, 138-139, 158.
3See, e.g., Weber, Ancient Judaism, 302; von Rad, O ld Testament Theology,
2:135; and Gary Smith, Amor, 33.
4See, e.g., Wilhelm Vischer, "Amos, citoyen de Teqoa,” ETR 50 (1975): 144;
Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 26-27; and Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 128.
SDumbrell, Covenant, 154.
fiCoote, Amos, 66-70, 112- 115; see also Doorly, Prophet o f Justice, 53-55, 57-59
(similar view to Coote's). For Coote, the oracles against Aram, Philistia, Ammon, and
Moab were added by the time of Hezekiah or Josiah in the seventh century B.C. (what he
calls the B stage). The oracles against Tyre, Edom, and Judah were added in the sixth
century B.C., near the end of the Babylonian exile or shortly thereafter (what he calls the C
stage). The B stage was a Judean addition to the message of Israel in order to admonish
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The second argumentation, the cultic interpretation o f the oracles, usually proposes
that the prophet Amos used a conventional form of cultic oracle against enemy nations.
Speeches against other nations were not uncommon in the ANE world.' They were an
expression of nationalism, since they implied salvation for one nation by the destruction or
punishment of her adversaries. In Israel, these oracles are believed to have been part of the
cultic covenant tradition. YHWH, the covenant God, would rise up and destroy the enemy
nations in order to bring salvation to His people Israel. Amos would then have used this
traditional form to begin his oracles, speaking to the multitude gathered for a religious
festival in the Northern Kingdom. He innovated, however, when he added the covenant
people to the list o f cursed nations, and mentioned punishment over the entire Israelite
nation instead of only over the sinners among the people.
Erast Wurthwein maintained that Amos 1:3-2:3 came from the early time of the life
of Amos, when the prophet was a regular cultic prophet Amos, then, pronounced
salvation to his people through oracles of judgment against foreign nations. Only later in
his life, when he realized the situation of Israel, he became a prophet of doom and added
the oracle against Israel (Amos 2:6-16).2
A. Bentzen compared the oracles in Amos 1-2 with the Egyptian execration texts,
and found a number o f similarities between them. Especially important, in this sense, is
the way the Egyptian priest would jump from one point of the compass to the other in his
execrations of the surrounding nations and finally would finish by addressing the sinners
Judah in view o f the destruction of the northern kingdom and call to repentance from her
sins (Amos 3:1-2 and the call to repentance and exhortation to do justice belong to this
stage). The C stage gives a rational reason for the destruction o f Judah (oracle against
Judah, but also 9:7), it also pronounces a judgment upon Tyre and Edom, for the fierce
opposition they made against Israel in postexilic times. This stage also tries to provide
some hope for the future, by presenting the promise of a remnant and the oracle of
restoration in Amos 9:8-15.
■See David L. Petersen, "The Oracles Against the Nations: A Form-Critical
Analysis," SBLSP (1975), 1:39-61.
2Wiirthwein, "Amos-Studien," 35-40.
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among Egypt's own people. Amos's puzzling order of nations in the oracles, with a
climax on Israel, makes sense in the light of these texts. The innovation in Amos is that the
prophet pronounced judgment over the entire Israelite nation and not over the sinners
only . 1
Henning Graf Reventlow asserted that Amos was consciously using forms of
oracular delivery that had their origin in the covenant culL Amos was fulfilling the role of
the prophet of the covenant when he pronounced the "Oracles Against the Nations.’’^ John
D. W. Watts connected the oracles of Amos 1-2 to the ritual drama of the annual festival of
the enthronement of YHWH and its related ceremony of renewal of the Davidic kingship
and covenant.3
James M. Ward conducted an interesting inquiry into the arguments in favor of the
cultic background of these oracles. He supported Bentzen’s conclusions on the affinities
between the oracles of Amos and the execration texts of Egypt. He, however, went further
and showed some striking parallels between some curses and some terminology of the
ANE treaties and that of the "Oracles Against the Nations," like the injunction that the
transgressor's scepter be removed and his weapons broken (Amos 1:5, 8 ; 2:3), and the
phrases "covenant of brotherhood" and "his brother" (Amos 1:9, 11). For Ward, the
pronouncement of the treaty curses and judgment could well have taken place in a cultic
context.
He also pointed out that parallels exist between the oracles of Amos and the early
Israelite ritual and cultic practices. The tribal blessing (Gen 49; Deut 33; and Judg 5) with
its serial oracular utterance, and its usage of blessing and curses, bears some resemblance
to the series in Amos 1-2. The narrative of the ten plagues of Egypt (Exod 7:14-12:42)
seems to betray a ritual celebration from which the oracles against the foreign nations may
•Bentzen, "Ritual Background,” 89-98.
ZReventlow, Amt des Propheten, 56-75.
3Watts, Basic Patterns, 134-135.
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have developed. The practice of the cttt ("ban") and the consultation o f diviners, which
are associated with the holy war in Israel, also seem to provide precedents for the "Oracles
Against the Nations." In this context prophets were consulted about the outcome of a
projected battle and about divine instructions for its conduct (1 Sam 28:6,15-19; 1 Kgs
20:13-14; 22:5-28). Ward then concluded that it was not difficult to imagine the
development of a liturgy concerning foreign nations from these well-attested practices.
The story of Balaam and his oracles concerning the destinies of Moabites,
Edomites, Amaiekites, Kenites, Philistines, and Israelites (Num 23:7-10,18-24; 24:3-9,
15-24) provides an early example of a prophetic oracular activity with great resemblance to
the series of oracles in Amos 1-2. Balaam's oracles are described explicitly as ritual acts, a
fact that, for Ward, is highly significant for the inquiry of the cultic background of Amos
1- 2 .
Ward also remarked that an enumeration of usually six or seven foreign nations
appears regularly in a number of passages with covenantal contexts. Many of these
passages, for the author, are explicitly liturgical, like the ritual of the annual pilgrimage
festivals (e.g., Exod 23:14-23) or the ceremony of covenant-renewal in Josh 24. Amos
1-2 lists six foreign nations plus Judah and Israel, in a remarkable similarity to these early
liturgical lists.
Finally, Ward pointed out that the book of Psalms provides some evidence for the
ritual use of oracles against foreign nations under the monarchy. He enumerated a number
of psalms, among them Pss 2, 89, and 82. Ps 2, probably a coronation psalm for the
Davidic king, has an oracular decree on the king’s dominion over the nations (Ps 2:7-11).
Ps 89 contains a promise about the Davidic rulership over the nations "from the sea to the
rivers," that is, from the Mediterranean (or the Red Sea) to the Tigris and Euphrates (Ps
89:25). This territory comprises just those nations enumerated in Amos 1-2. Ps 82
provides the closest parallel to the oracles against foreign nations among the Hebrew
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psalms. This psalm has an actual sentence against the world's rulers, delivered in oracular
form (Ps 82:6-8). The motive for judgment in Ps 82 is similar to the one in Amos 1-2; it
concerns the afflictions inflicted by the powerful ones over weak human beings (Ps
82:2-5).
Ward concluded that there is plenty of evidence for the cultic background of the
"Oracles Against the Nations," though no actual liturgy of the preexilic Israelite cult can be
pinpointed as the one the prophet Amos used. Amos seems rather to have composed a
unique literary creation with affinities with the broad cultic forms widely used in Israel and
in the ANE in general.^
The third argumentation, the logical extension of the Israelite covenant ethics,
suggests that Amos understood that the moral principles that were binding on the covenant
people were also binding on the nations. The prophet seems to reason by analogy.
YHWH has moral demands over His covenant people, but YHWH is also the Lord of all
the nations on earth (Amos 9:7), hence the moral demands of YHWH are also binding on
these nations. Scholars such as Abraham J. Heschel, Arvid S. Kapelrud, F. Charles
tJames M. Ward, Amos & Isaiah: Prophets o f the Word o f God (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1969), 94-112.
More elaboration on the question of a cultic background of the "Oracles Against the
Nations" in Amos 1-2 and their connection to covenant can be seen in Fensham, "Clauses
of Protection," 142-143; Honeycutt, Amos, 14; Cements, Prophecy and Covenant, 4044; Allen, "Amos," 49; Charles Hauret, Amos et Osee, VSal.AT, no. 5 (Paris:
Beauchesne, 1970), 19, 39-40; West, Introduction, 244; McKeating, Amos, 14; and
Amsler, "Amos," 169-170.
Some scholars like Koch and Gottwald accept the parallel between the "Oracles
Against the Nations” in Amos and the Egyptian execration texts, but see no connection to
covenant but only to the Israelite cult ritual. See Koch, Amos, 1:250-251; 2:72-73; and
Norman K. Gottwald, A ll the Kingdoms o f the Earth: Israelite Prophecy and
International Relations in the Ancient Near East (New York: Harper & Row, 1964),
103-104; idem, Hebrew Bible, 353.
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Fensham, Ronald E. Clements, Henry McKeating, Jean-Luc Vesco, Thomas Edward
McComiskey, and Shalom M. Paul gave full or partial support to this view.t
Arguments Against Covenant
A number o f other scholars, however, have not recognized any hint o f covenant in
the "Oracles Against the Nations.'* Their propositions for the background of that series of
oracles have been the following: first, the prophet's concept of a universal morality;
second, the international customary laws o f the ANE world; third, the treaty stipulations of
the Davidic empire; fourth, no theological background whatever, for these oracles were
only a rhetorical device.
Those who advocate the concept of a universal morality usually explore the
prophet’s concept of God as an ethical and universal God. Since YHWH is the God who
controls all the nations (Amos 9:7), He requires from them, and from every human being,
obedience to His universal ethical principles. For some, the ethical requirements o f God,
preached by Amos, represent a complete revolution and departure from the mystical and
ceremonial understanding of religion in the ancient world, including Israel.2 For others.
■Heschel, Prophets, 31-32; Kapelrud, Central Ideas, 27-31, 67-68; Fensham,
"Common Trends," 173; Clements, Prophecy and Covenant, 80; McKeating, Amos, 14,
22; Vesco, "Amos de Teqoa,” 487-488,503-513; McComiskey, "Amos," 291; Paul,
Amos, 45-46.
James Luther Mays also supports the idea of an analogical reasoning on the part of the
prophet Amos. For him, however, Amos does not start the analogy from the Israelite
obligations to the Law of God; these were binding only for Israel. For the other nations,
Amos would have held them responsible on the basis of the common morality of the time.
For Mays, the logical extension made by Amos was that since YHWH was Lord over
Israel and reinforced His covenant law upon them, in the same way He reinforced the
common standards of morality over the nations, since He was the Lord and Master of their
history. See Mays, Amos, 27-28.
2See Wellhausen, Prolegomena, 47i-473; and Pfeiffer, Introduction, 580-581.
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however, these principles are nothing new but universal moral precepts that could be
recognized by any rational human being.*
On this line of thought, Paul-Eug&ne Dion made an interesting observation about
the resemblance between the moral standards in Amos and what for him is the Elohistic
concept of c r fa r»T ("fear of God”). This concept refers to unwritten moral rules, valid
both for foreigners and for the Israelites, either as individuals or as a nation. It does not
refer to any covenant or law, but is guaranteed and required by God.2
For Hans W. Wolff, the universal morality of Amos is based on the wisdom
background of the prophet Wolff points out to the numerical sayings ("for three . . . and
four. . . ”) and to the frequent use of the term

(which is frequent in Proverbs but rare

in the Pentateuch) as clear indications of such background.3
A second group of scholars advocates the view that the background of the
prophet's accusations is to be found in ANE's international customary law. Like the
preceding universalistic view, one speaks here of common moral precepts with universal
application. But while those with the universalistic view maintain that these precepts were
derived, for Amos, from a righteous and just universal God, and should therefore be
recognized by all, those who maintain the view of an international customary law are
usually not concerned with the origin of this morality. For them, Amos speaks of precepts
*See George Smith, Book o f the Twelve, 122-123; R. M. Gwynn, The Book o f
Amos, rev. ed. (Cambridge: University Press, 1958), xix-xx; Dion, "Message moral," 1012; idem, Dieu universel et peuple elu, LeDiv, no. 83 (Paris: Cerf, 1975), 45-46; and
Wolff, Joel and Amos, 105-106, 148, 152.
Quite recently, Paul R. Noble has defended the concept o f universal morality for the
foreign nations, while for Judah and Israel, the basis of their accusation was YHWH’s
laws and His benevolent actions in their past For Noble, however, the references to the
divine laws and historical actions o f YHWH do not possess any covenantal connotation,
since the concept of covenant was not yet developed in the time of the prophet Amos. Cf.
Paul R. Noble, "Israel Among the Nations," H B T 15 (1993): 56-82.
2Dion, "Message moral," II. He quotes as examples Gen 20:II; 42:18; Exod 1:17,
21; 18:21; Deut 25:18.
3Wolff,

Joel and Amos, 148-149, 152-153.
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already recognized by all, Israelites and foreigners altogether. The cnqs in Amos are
transgressions of principles that are part of the conventional morality o f any civilized
nation, which God backs up with severe sanctions. The prophet Amos, therefore, does not
denounce sins that the Israelites and their neighbors could not recognize as such. They are
condemned for failing to follow the dictates of their own conscience, and of the standard
morality of their culture. 1
For John Barton, this interpretation provides a better rationale for the oracles than
the other propositions, since Amos would not claim anything that could not be recognized
by non-Israelites. In support of this view. Barton analyzed some few examples of ANE
international conventions expressed in the international laws ratified in the form of treaties;
through conventions not legally ratified, found in letters mainly from Egypt and Mari; and
through unilaterally accepted norms of international conduct found in the Greek, Israelite,
and Hittite world. He concluded that these examples show that the kind of international
law that he and others appeal to is not unattested in the ancient world.2
John H. Hayes, supporting the international customary-law background, noticed
that in the ANE treaties the gods were evoked, not as the sources of the stipulations of the
treaty, but as guarantors of the obligations and the avengers o f infringements. YHWH, in
the "Oracles Against the Nations,” seems to fulfill this same function.3
A third group of scholars denies any connotation of universalism or broad
international meaning for the oracles. They remark that the nations mentioned in Amos 1-2
are only those that once were part of the Davidic empire (2 Sam 8-12), or were in its sphere
of influence (like Tyre, 2 Sam 5:11, 1 Kgs 5:1; 9:13). They were therefore part of the
"Greater Israel," and were tied to each other by ties of "brotherhood” (Amos 1:9, II),
•See Barton, Amos’s Oracles, 43-45; Martin-Achard and Re’emi, God's People, 25;
Hayes, Am os, 58-59; Mowvley, Amos & Hosea, 17.
2Barton, Am os’s Oracles, 43-45,51-61. See also idem, "Oracles Against the
Nations," 186-189.
3Hayes,

Am os, 59.
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which is typical treaty terminology. These nations became vassals of the suzerain Davidic
king and owed allegiance to this king and also to YHWH. Their wars and cruel crimes
against each other were a breach of their treaty stipulations, and ultimately, a rebellion
(sc??) against YHWH. As in Ps 2, the Davidic kingship and suzerainty over the
surrounding nations gave to YHWH the authority and the right to judge and punish them. 1
The position of these scholars, however, should not be confused with that of William J.
Dumbrell.2 The emphasis here is not on the Davidic covenant but on the breach of treaty
stipulations imposed by David, which have not much to do with the Davidic covenant
itself.
A fourth group of scholars denied that the oracles regarding the foreign nations had
any significance in themselves for the prophet Amos. They were rather used as a rhetorical
device, to catch the attention and the understanding o f the public and lead them to the oracle
against Israel. It is therefore nonsense to search for any theological or logical background
to the oracles, besides the one of preparing the atmosphere for the indictment of Israel.
Amos's concern was only about Israel and not about any other nation.3

Summary
This survey of literature has evidenced that there is a deep division within OT
scholarship regarding the presence of covenant in the book of Amos, as well as in the
"Oracles Against the Nations" that comprise the first two chapters of that book. Indeed, the
•See John Mauchline, "Implicit Signs of a Persistent Belief in the Davidic Empire,”
VT 20 (1970): 288-289; Duane L. Christensen, Prophecy and War in Ancient Israel:
Studies in the Oracles Against the Nations in Old Testament Prophecy, BMS, no. 3
(Berkeley, CA: Bibal Press, 1975), 55-57; Clements, Prophecy and Tradition, 60-61;
Klaus Koch, The Prophets, vol. 1, The Assyrian Period (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983),
68-69; Barrd, T !sybnw," 611-631; Poiley, Amos, 66-74.
2See above, 37.
3Cripps, Amos, 117, seems to defend this position; see also Jochen Vollmer,
Geschichtliche Ruckblicke und Motive in der Prophetie des Amos, Hosea und Jesaja,
BZAW, no. 119 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1971), 23; John B. Geyer, "Mythology and
Culture in the Oracles Against the Nations," VT36 (1986): 135-136.
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disagreement could not be greater, and the last decades of debate have not simplified the
matter, but rather have made it more complex.
A brief summary of some of the leading scholars, in the last twenty years, who
have written biblical commentaries on Amos shows how diversified the question has
become. Some, like John Hayes, see no evidence at all of covenant, neither in the "Oracles
Against the Nations," nor in the rest of the book.i Others, like Hans W. Wolff, perceive
no covenant in the authentic sayings of Amos, but recognize covenant in the late
Deuteronomic and Priestly additions to the book, as in the oracle against Judah (Amos 2:45), in the historical recital of Amos 2:9-12, or in the series of covenant curses in Amos 4:611.2 Still others, like Gary Smith, discern some covenant ideas at certain points of the
oracles in Amos 1-2, as well as in the rest of the book, but most of the time it remains in
the background.3 Others, like Andersen and Freedman, detect a good amount of covenant
language and theology in the oracles and the book, and consider covenant to be essential
for their understanding.4 Finally, scholars like Douglas Stuart and Jeffrey Niehaus see
covenant as the basic issue in the "Oracles Against the Nations" and in the entire book.5
The situation is similar when one looks to those authors who have recently
addressed the issue in books and articles: Gottwald, for example, finds no evidence for
covenant;6 others, like Kutsch and Clements, strongly oppose any covenant notion in
Amos; the few passages that seem to point to it, like Amos 2:4, are later additions;7 some,
IHayes, Amos, 38.
2Wolff, Joel and Amos, 102, 159-160, 163-164, 212-215.
3Gary Smith, Amos, 71.
4Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 231-232, 236, 297-333, 381-382, etc.
5Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, xxxii, 288-289; Niehaus, "Amos," 318-323.
fiGottwald, Hebrew Bible, 357-358.
7Kutsch, Verheissung und Gesetz, 53, 74,79, 95; Cements, Prophecy and
Tradition, 56, 90-91.
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like McCarthy and Jensen, recognize no direct reference to covenant in the oracles of Amos
1-2, or in the book, but accept covenant as a presupposition to Amos's preaching;! others,
like Vesco and van der Woude, see covenant as one of the important elements of the
message of Amos ;2 finally, some scholars, like Seilhamer and Snyder, defend covenant as
the main theological concept of the book, and of the series of the "Oracles Against the
Nations."2
How does one evaluate the opposing views of modem scholarship? Is there
covenant or not? The close scrutiny of the "Oracles Against the Nations,” in the next
chapters, tries to reach some answers that could allow not only an objective evaluation of
the divergent views reigning in today’s OT scholarship, but, above all, a clear answer to
the question concerning the presence (or absence) of OT covenant(s) in these prophetic
oracles.
•McCarthy, "Prophets and Covenant," 111-112; Jensen, God’s Word, 160.
2Vesco,

"Amos de Teqoa," 508-513; van der Woude,"Three Classical Prophets," 38-

42.
2Seilhamer,

"Role of Covenant," 435-448; Snyder, "Law," 158-165.
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CHAPTER 3
COVENANT ELEMENTS EVIDENCED BY THE HISTORICAL
AND LITERARY CONTEXTS OF THE BOOK OF AMOS

This chapter starts the inquiry into the question of the presence of OT covenant
elements in the oracles of Amos 1-2 by situating these oracles inside the historical context
of the prophetic ministry of Amos, and inside the general literary context of the book.
Special attention is given to the different proposals advanced in these two domains by OT
scholarship in the last decades. These proposals are surveyed and evaluated in an attempt
to determine the most probable historical and literary contexts for the "Oracles Against the
Nations" of Amos 1-2.
The implications of the study of these two contexts are seen to be of great relevance
to the discussion of the present dissertation. Three important OT covenant elements are
evidenced in this chapter The theme of the "promised land" of the Abrahamic and Mosaic
covenants; the Davidic rulership over the extension of this territory; and the elements of
"blessing and curse" evidenced by the tension between salvation and judgment that is
characteristic to both the historical and the literary contexts of the book of Amos.

The Historical Context
The first verse of the book of Amos indicates that the prophet preached in the time
of Uzziah, king of Judah, and in the time of Jeroboam, son of Joash, king o f Israel. Both
of these kings enjoyed very long reigns. Uzziah probably reigned during the period 792-

48
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740 B.C., and Jeroboam between 793/2-753/2 B.C .1 The first twenty-four years of
Ur i a h 's reign overlapped with the last twenty-four years of his father Amaziah.
Therefore, it would not be until 767 B.C. that he began his sole rulership over Judah.
Later, for the last ten years of his kingship, his son Jotham seems to have been coregent
with him (750-740 B.C.). As for Jeroboam, he was probably coregent with his father for
the first eleven years (793-782 B.C.). His sole reign would then have started in 782 B.C.,
and lasted until his death in 753 B.C. when his son Zechariah replaced him.
If the information in Amos 1:1 is to be understood as a reference to the overlapping
period when both kings, Uzziah and Jeroboam, were the sole regents in their countries,
then Amos’s ministry would have occurred sometime between the years 767-753 B.C.
A reference is also made in Amos 1:1 to an earthquake. It is stated that Amos had
either preached, or concluded his preaching, two years before this earthquake. It was such
a violent earthquake that it became famous in the history of Israel (cf. Zech 14:5).
Evidences of a violent earthquake, dating to the eighth century B.C., have been found in
the archaeological excavations of Hazor (Stratum VI), Beer-Sheba (Stratum m ), and Gezer
(Macalister’s Towers VI and VII). Though it is difficult to establish the exact date of this
earthquake, it has been suggested that sometime around 760 B.C. seems to be a good
[The precise chronology of the period of Uzziah and Jeroboam II has been the subject
of much debate and perplexity. The biblical data provided in 1 Kgs 14-15 and
2 Chr 25-26 are difficult to interpret and seem contradictory. Dual dating for each king,
indicating the time when he became coregent with his father, and later, the time when he
became the sole king, seems to be the key for the understanding of the data, as it is shown
in Edwin R. Thiele, The Mysterious Numbers o f the Hebrew Kings (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan. 1983), 113-123.
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possibility.! if this dating is correct, the decade of the 760s B.C. is a fair candidate for the
time of the preaching of Amos.
General Historical Circumstances at the
Time of Uzziah and Jeroboam
The time of Uzziah and Jeroboam was a period of great prosperity and conquest for
both Judah and Israel. Indeed, some scholars have called it a land of "golden" or "silver
age" of Israelite history, second in glory only to the time of David and Solomon.*
The biblical account of the reign of these two kings reflects such a situation. In
2 Chr 26 it is reported that Uzziah gained control over all the southern region of Palestine.
He established his military power over the Philistines, the Arabs, the Meunites, and the
Ammonites. He rebuilt the commercial port of Eilat (Eilot), and had an aggressive building
program both in Jerusalem and in the desert. It is further asserted that he had large herds of
cattle and many laborers to cultivate the land, for be loved husbandry. Finally, reference is
made to his powerful army, well equipped with war machines. Uzziah’s name became
famous and powerful (2 Chr 26:8,15). It is also specified that he had the spiritual direction
of a prophet named Zechariah, for most of the days of his life. As long as he sought
YHWH, God made him prosper (2 Chr 26:5).
■See Yigael Yadin, Hazor: The Head o f A ll Those People (Joshua 11:10) with a
Chapter on Israelite Megiddo, SUB A, 1970 (London: British Academy, 1972), 113, 181;
Yohanan Aharoni, "The History of the City and Its Significance," in Beer-Sheba I:
Excavations at Tel Beer-Sheba, 1969-1971 Seasons, ed. Yohanan Aharoni (Tel Aviv:
Tel Aviv University Institute of Archeology, 1973), 107-108; Randall W. Younker, "A
Preliminary Report o f the 1990 Season at Tell Gezen Excavations of the 'Outer Wall’ and
the 'Solomonic' Gateway (July 2 to August 10,1990),” AUSS 29 (1991): 27-29; Philip J.
King, Amos, Hosea, M icah — An Archaeological Commentary (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1988), 21,38; Amihai Mazar, Archaeology o f the Land o f the Bible,
10,000-586 B.C.E., ABRL (New York: Doubleday, 1990), 412; Finley, Am os, 106;
Willoughby, "Amos,” 205.
*Noth, History o f Isra e l, 248-249; Yohanan Aharoni, The Land o f the Bible: A
Historical Geography, 2d ed., rev. and enl. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1979), 345;
King, Amos, 30-31; Paul, Am os, 1; Hasel, Understanding, 12.
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The biblical report is much more concise for Jeroboam. In 2 Kgs 14:23-29 it is
recorded that he reestablished the borders of Israel from Lebo Hamath to the Sea of
Arabah, and that he reconquered Damascus and Hamath. His victories were prophesied by
the prophet Jonah, and were a direct sign of the work of YHWH in favor of Israel (2 Kgs
14:25). Though the biblical account is brief, Jeroboam’s Israel was probably more
powerful than Ur ia h 's Judah. An apparent state of peace reigned between Israel and
Judah, and some kind of coalition and cooperation may have existed between them. 1
Together, Uzziah and Jeroboam reestablished power over the same area originally
controlled in the kingdom o f David and Solomon. The major trade routes of the region
were under the Israeiite-Judaic control, and the two kingdoms enjoyed such a time of
prosperity as never experienced since the times of Solomon.
The archaeological evidence from the period of these two kings corroborates the
scene of prosperity and expansion depicted in the Bible.? In the northern kingdom of
Israel, for example, there is evidence of flourishing cities, like Samaria (Strata V-VI),
Megiddo (Stratum HI), and Hazor (Stratum VI), with a considerable number of large public
buildings and storehouses. The use o f hewn stone, or ashlar masonry, is well attested in
Samaria. This fact shows the widespread utilization of this fine technique in that period.
All these constructions, which necessitated large investments of capital, attest to a
flourishing economy. Luxury and wealth are evidenced in the more than 500 fragments of
ivory inlays found in Samaria, most o f which probably come from the eighth century B.C.
Evidences for the territorial expansions and building activities of Uzziah, for
example, seem to be attested by the construction of large forts on the borders of the
1Andersen

and Freedman, Amos, 21-22.

?For a more detailed survey of these archaeological evidences see Aharoni, Land o f
the Bible, 344-345; S. Yeivin, "The Divided Kingdom: Rehoboam-Ahaz/JeroboamPekah," in The World H istory o f the Jewish People, vol. 4/1, The Age o f the
Monarchies: Political History, ed. Abraham Malamat and Israel Eph’al (Jerusalem:
Massada Press, 1979), 161-167; King, Amor, 36-49, 143-149; Mazar, Archaeology, 403455; Willoughby, "Amos,” 205.
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southern kingdom and at strategic highway junctions. Large forts have been discovered at
Kadesh-Bamea (the border of the Negev, on the "way o f Shur”), at Tell 'Arad, at Khirbet
Ghazzeh (five miles southeast of Tell 'Arad, near the starting point of the "way of Edom”),
and on the road between Azekah and Tell el-Judeideh. The pottery found at these forts
seems to indicate that they were not built before the eighth century B.C.
The probability o f the historical reality of the expansion and prosperity of Judah
and Israel in the first half of the eighth century B.C. is further strengthened by the study of
the international situation o f the epoch. There was a political vacuum in the SyroPalestinian arena. The Syrian military power, which under Hazael and his son Ben-Hadad
had overpowered Israel for many decades, was no longer dominant since it was crushed by
the Assyrians by the end o f the ninth century B.C. Egypt, in the south, had long since
ceased being a power in the political play of the region. The frightful Assyria was then
concerned with its own problems. It was engulfed in a series of internal revolts, and was
suffering constant menace from the growing power of the Urartu kingdom to the north.
This political vacuum could well have provided the chance for the expansion and progress
that are observed in the reigns of both Uzziah and Jeroboam.*
Proposals on the Historical Circumstances at the
Time of Amos’s Preaching
Though it is agreed by most scholars that the time of these two kings was generally
marked by military victories and prosperity, there has been divergence of opinion
concerning the exact historical situation at the time of the preaching of Amos. Three
different views are usually proposed. The first one m aintains that the prophet preached
during a time of relative peace and prosperity, probably during the apogee of Jeroboam's
■See John Bright, A History o f Israel, 2d ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1972), 252-253; Aharoni, Land o f the Bible, 344; Alan R. Millard, "Arameans,” ABD
(1992), 1:347; Anthony Spalinger, "Egypt, History of: 3d Intermediate-Saite Period (Dyn.
21-26)," ABD (1992), 2:357-358; A. Kirk Grayson, "Mesopotamia, History and Culture
o f Assyria," ABD (1992), 4:742-744.
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reign; the second, that it was rather during the final years of Jeroboam, amid decline and
trouble; the third, that the prophet preached over a very extended period o f time, going
from a time when Israel had not yet achieved any considerable power to the zenith of its
conquest and prosperity.

Apogee of Jeroboam's
Reign
The most commonly held view among biblical scholars is that the book of Amos
describes the very positive and prosperous situation of the northern kingdom o f Israel.1
Merchants reaped great profits (Amos 8:4-6). The privileged classes had grown richer and
more prosperous. They had built summer and winter houses for themselves, and had
luxuriously furnished them (Amos 3:12,15; 6:4). They enjoyed an indolent, indulgent life
with plenty of food and wine, and had no anxiety about their future (4:1-2; 6 :1-6). There
was also an intense attitude of piety among them (Amos 4:5). Crowds would come to the
religious shrines, bringing with them a great number of offerings, tithes, and sacrifices
(Amos 4:4-5; 5:5,21-23). They were proud and confident in their power as a nation
(Amos 6:13), and there was a general conviction that YHWH, the God o f Hosts, was with
them (Amos 5:14). There was a widespread eschatological expectation for a still brighter,
glorious, and final future centered around the "day of YHWH” (Amos 5:18).
The other side of the coin was dark, however. Immorality and syncretism were
rampant (Amos 2:7-8; 3:14; 4:4; 5:5,26; 8:14). The Israelite leaders, and those who had
power and influence in society, like the rich, had become pitiless toward the poor, the
needy, and the afflicted. To become still richer, they exploited the lower class mercilessly
(Amos 2:6-7; 4:1; 5:10-12; 8:4-6). In order to promote their own interest, they controlled
•See Kelley, Amos, 15-18; Mays, Amos, 1-3; Amsler, "Amos," 159; Martin-Achard
and Re’emi, God's People, 4; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 283-284; King, Amos, 29-31;
Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 18-23; Gary Stuart, Amos, 1-3; Finley, Amos, 107-109;
Hasel, Understanding, 12; Mowvley, Amos & Hosea, 4-8; Paul, Amos, 1-2; Niehaus,
"Amos," 316-317.
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and perverted the legal system in their favor (Amos 2:7; 5:7,10,12; 6:12). They showed no
concern for the “ruin of Joseph” (Amos 6 :6).

Final Years of Jeroboam:
Decline and Trouble
Some scholars, however, disagree with the view described above, and have
proposed another situation for the preaching of Amos. In 1965, Simon Cohen maintained
that Amos preached in a moment when Jeroboam's power was declining steadily and Israel
was facing some international crises with her Syro-Palestinian neighbors.1 His views have
been well accepted by some scholars, such as Hans W. Wolff, J. Alberto Soggin, and
John H. Hayes.2 For Cohen, the accusations of war crimes against Damascus and
Ammon, in the first chapter of Amos, denote the recent reconquest of Gilead by the joint
forces of the Syrians and the Ammonites.2 Cohen also draws attention to another
indication of a contemporary warfare situation in Amos 4:10, where it is mentioned that
God slew their young men by the sword, took captive their horses, and made the stench o f
their camp rise into their nostrils. He believes that these words indicate war, and one in
which Israel was not very successful.4
Still additional evidence can also be found in the reference to a "remnant o f Joseph”
in Amos 5:15. Remnant there does not imply a "saving remnant,” but instead, the pitiful
number left over after a destructive warfare.2 The confident words, found in Amos 6:13,
would refer to an Israelite victory in a counterattack against the Syrian and Ammonite
forces. The prophet makes a pun with the names of the cities the Israelites reconquered to
■Simon Cohen, "The Political Background of the Words of Amos," HUCA 36
(1965): 153-160.
W olff, Joel and Amos, 149-151; Soggin, Amos, 1-4; Hayes, Amos, 16-27.
2Cohen,
4Ibid.,

"Political Background,” 155-156.

156.

sibid.
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indicate that their confidence was based on nothing.! Cohen suggests that the difficult
situation Israel was living in made pressing the desire for the "day of YHWH" (Amos
5:18), the day when God would save them from their enemies.2
Cohen finds further support for his views in the premise that the fortunes of Israel,
since the time Jehu put his kingdom under the protection o f the Assyrian Empire in 842
B.C., were always linked to those of Assyria. From 842 to 806 B.C., for example,
Assyria was more concerned with the east and with its own internal civil dissensions than
with the western boundaries of the imperium. Because of that, it was not able to exert any
pressure on Syria, and the consequence was that Israel suffered some thirty years of
humiliation at the hands of Hazael and his son Ben-Hadad.
After 806 B.C., the Assyrian king Adad-Nirari HI made a series of campaigns to
the west, reestablished his protectorate over the Syro-Palestinian states, and imposed a
heavy defeat upon the Syrians. This was a golden opportunity for Israel, who took
immediate advantage of it. This time corresponds to the time of Jehoash's conquest and the
first part of the reign of Jeroboam, when Israel reconquered its lost territories and
reestablished the ancient boundaries of the kingdom.
Between 782 and 745 B.C., however, some of the most disastrous years of
Assyrian history occurred. The Assyrians had to struggle with the emerging power of
Urartu to the north. The Assyrian Empire was afflicted with internal revolts and pestilence.
It became impoverished and dispirited; it could not pay attention to international affairs.
With this relief from Assyrian pressure, it would be natural for Syria to recover herself and
try to expand again to the south and to the west. With Ammon as a willing ally, it would
again attempt to recover Bashan and Gilead from Israel. The war that ensued was long,
with alternate victories for both sides. It was fought within the borders that Jeroboam had
IIbid.
zibid., 156-157.
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restored to Israel. This situation of war between Syria, Ammon, and Israel is, for Cohen,
essentially the state of affairs that is reflected in the words of Amos.i

Extended Period of Time: From
Weakness to Power
A third view has been proposed by Menahem Haran. For him, the prophet Amos
preached over a very extended period of time. Some oracles in the book belong to the
beginning of Jeroboam's reign, when Israel was still of little political force; others belong
to the apogee of Jeroboam’s power, which, for Haran, was attained only in the final years
of his reign .2
Haran offers the following analysis of the history o f Israel in the time of Amos’s
ministry; By the end of the ninth and beginning of the eighth century B.C., both Israel and
Syria, as well as most of the Syro-Palestinian states, became subject to the Assyrian power
through Adad-Nirari HI.3 By the end of Adad-Nirari Hi’s kingship, the Assyrian hold on
the southern part of the region became weaker, and this allowed the recovery by Joash (the
father of Jeroboam) of some Israelite cities, which had been conquered by the Arameans.4
This Israelite recovery, however, did not yet encompass the Trans-jordanian region. The
recovery o f that area was accomplished only by Jeroboam, who restored all the territories
to which Israel laid claim .6 This restoration was motivated by the prophetic promises
uttered by the prophet Jonah (2 Kgs 14:25). There was in Israel, by this time, an
atmosphere of irredentism inspiring nationalistic feelings which, in its turn, stimulated
prophecies of redemption.6
1Ibid.,

157-159.

2Menahem Haran, "The Rise and Decline of the Empire o f Jeroboam Ben Joash,” VT
17 (1967): 266-284.
3Ibid., 267-270.
4Ibid., 270-271.
5Ibid., 271.
6Ibid., 271-272.
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For Haran, this same atmosphere o f inedendsm is found in Amos's oracles against
the nations, which he dates to the early days of Jeroboam’s reign. Trans-jordan had not yet
been brought under Israelite control. The prophet Amos, starting with a stereotyped form
of oracle of salvation, predicted the destruction of the nation's enemies. For Haran, Amos
l:2-2:6 is one of the earliest of Amos's oracles. It was uttered before the height of the
power o f Jeroboam, as is evidenced by the fact that Damascus is depicted as a great and
powerful kingdom, and still free from Israelite dominion (Amos 1:3-5). The Arameans
were still maintaining a cruel control over Gilead. > From this time also came the first three
visions of Amos (Amos 7:1-9; 8:1-3), in which Israel is referred to as being "so small''
(7:2,5). For Haran, "small” meant the time when Israel had not yet reached the status of a
powerful nation under Jeroboam.3
Haran further argues that Jeroboam’s territorial expansions could happen only
when the Assyrian power was too weak to intervene in the central and southern Syrian
region. For Haran, according to the Assyrian eponym lists, Assyria still maintained
western campaigns in some parts of Syria until the reign of Assur-Dan m . It was only in
the reign of Assur-Nirari V (which Haran dates to 755-745 B.C.) that military campaigns
cease to be mentioned at all.3 Hence, for Haran, it was probably by this time (he dates
Jeroboam's reign to 789/7-748/7 B.C.) that Israel expanded into southern and central
Syria .4
From this later time came most of the actual oracles of the book of Amos. Haran
remarks that the shift in the theological background between the early oracles (such as
Amos 1:2-2:6) and the late oracles (Amos 2:7-6:14; 8:4-14) is a further support for his
dating o f the prophecies of Amos. The first oracles were nationalistic and condemned the
IIbid., 272-277.
2Ibid., 278.
3Ibid.,

278-279.

4Ibid.,

279-284.
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other nations for crimes they committed against Israel. The later oracles were concerned
with moral issues, problems inside the nation of Israel. In these late oracles one finds that
the Israelite dominion was now extending to Lebo Hamath (Amos 6:14). For Haran then,
the ministry of Amos was spread over a fairly extensive period of time, yet all restricted to
the time span of Jeroboam.1
Evaluation o f the Proposals
As seen by the diverse views on the historical circumstances at the times of Amos’s
preaching, the data in the book can be interpreted in different ways, yielding divergent
results. Though it is difficult to determine the exact moment(s) in which Amos preached,
caution must be exercised regarding the presupposition that the book reflects only historical
facts or context contemporary to the prophet. Some of the historical indicators used above
in the reconstruction of the historical setting of the book may well refer to events earlier
than, rather than contemporary to, the time of Amos.
References to warfare with Syria in the oracle against Damascus (Amos 1:3), and to
military catastrophe in Amos 4:10-11, for example, may well refer to the horrible times
Israel endured under the Syrian power during the second half of the ninth and the
beginning of the eighth centuries B.C. The book of 2 Kings depicts well this time in the
narratives concerning Elisha and in the accounts of the kingship of Jehu and Jehoahaz. In
this sense, it is interesting to remark that in the book of Amos the c p cs ("rebellions,
transgressions") of Damascus are clearly considered in terms of Hazael and Ben-Hadad,
the Syrian kings of this earlier time. In Amos 1:4, references are made to the "house of
Hazael" and to the "fortresses of Ben-Hadad.” This is the only time outside the historical
■Ibid., 277-278.
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accounts of the books of Kings and Chronicles that a reference is made to Hazael, and one
of two times that a reference is made to Ben-Hadad. 1
Amos’s condemnation of Damascus for having ’’threshed Gilead with sledges of
iron" (ibbarrr* brgrt rrbnn? n p rrtn ) can also be understood as referring to late ninthand early eighth-century B.C. events. The prophetic accusation may well refer to the
violent and bloody conquests that Hazael and Ben-Hadad inflicted on Israel. Actually,
2 Kgs 13:7 uses sim ila r language when describing Ben-Hadad’s utter destruction of

Jehoahaz's army.2
>The other reference to Ben-Hadad, outside Kings and Chronicles, is found in Jer
49:27, also in an oracle of judgment against Damascus. The sentence is a close parallel to
that found in Amos. The name Ben-Hadad was borne by several kings of Damascus in the
ninth and eighth centuries B.C., two or perhaps three of whom are mentioned in the books
of Kings (1 Kgs 15:18; 20:1-34; 2 Kgs 6:24; 8:7; 13:3, 24) — cf. R. A. Bowman, ’’BenHadad," IDB (1962), 1:381-382; and Wayne T. Pitard, "Ben-Hadad," ABD (1992),
1:663-665. The parallelism in Amos 1:4 between the "house of Hazael" and the "fortresses
of Ben-Hadad” seems to indicate that, at least here in Amos, Ben-Hadad the son of Hazael
is referred to.
>3
rsjfp

tr s b s

rnoffi

333

rnc?m trbT?

c ^ c t t c r *3

ca tr o ir r b

t k o t t k1? '3

axn rr» "[be c tib r ("for no people was left to Jehoahaz, but only fifty

horsemen, ten chariots, and ten thousand foot soldiers, because the king of Aram had
destroyed them, and had made them like the dust at threshing”).
A cognate to the verb o n /o n ("to thresh, trample down"), with the metaphorical
meaning of destruction of people, nations, can be found in the Akkadian verb dasu/diasu.
It is used in some Assyrian royal inscriptions (e.g.. The 'StandardInscription" o f Asshurnasir-pal, par. 4; The Royal Inscriptions o f Asarhaddon, Nin. A HI, 56; and The
Cuneiform Texts o f Sargon, Cyl. 32), meaning the "threshing" of a country or of a people.
Cf. "bn and b n ” in Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, The Hebrew and Aramaic
Lexicon o f the Old Testament, rev. by Walter Baum gartner and Johann Jakob Stamm,
trans. and ed. by M. E. J. Richardson (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994), 1:218; "dasu (diasu),"
in The Assyrian Dictionary o f the Oriental Institute o f the University o f Chicago, ed.
Ignace J. Gelb et al. (Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1959), 3:121; and Paul, Amos, 47-48.
For the Assyrian texts quoted above, cf. E. A. Wallis Budge and L. W. King, Annals
o f the Kings o f Assyria: The Cuneiform Texts with Translations, Transliterations, etc.,
from the Original Documents in the British Museum (London: Order o f Trustees, 1902),
1:214; Riekele Borger, Die Inschriften Asarhaddons Konigs von Assyrien, AfO, no. 9
(Osnabnick: Biblio-Verlag, 1967), 51; and D. G. Lyon, Keilschrifttexte Sargon’s Konigs
von Assyrien (722-705 v. Chr.) nach den Originalen. Neu Herausgegeben.
umschrieben, ubersetzt und erklart (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 1883; reprint, Leipzig:
Zentralantiquariat der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik, 1977), 35.
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The plagues and the military catastrophes of Amos 4 may also be a reference to
incidents that happened at least a century earlier. The stories of Elijah and Elisha portray
the many different means (famine, drought, pestilence, military defeat, etc.) by which God
tried to call Israel back to Him, but without success.
The frequent usage of the verb 3D ("to return'’) in the "Oracles Against the
Nations” may be seen as a further indication that the ninth and early eighth centuries B.C.
should be taken as one of the possible backgrounds to these oracles. Amos's usage of this
verb seems to establish a direct connection to the prophecy of Jonah in 2 Kgs 14 and to the
historical background depicted in that passage.
In the brief historical account of the kingship of Jeroboam in the book of 2 Kings,
it is recorded that Jeroboam restored (Tdn) the borders of Israel from Lebo Hamath to the
Sea of Arabah "according to the word of YHWH, God of Israel, which He spoke through
His servant Jonah son of Amittai, the prophet who was from Gath Hepher (or Jonah son of
Amittai the prophet, who was from Gath Hepher)" (2 Kgs 14:25). In vs. 26, it is stated
that YHWH had seen the great suffering of Israel and therefore decided to act in her favor.
In the historical sequence of 2 Kings, this great suffering was the dreadful situation the
Israelites were experiencing in consequence of violent attacks, defeats, and harsh treatment
imposed on them by Hazael and by his son Ben-Hadad. God saw the misery of His people
and that there was no "helper” to deliver them. In the continuation, in vs. 27, it is further
stated that at that time YHWH had not yet spoken about blotting out the name of Israel from
under the heavens, and that He therefore saved them through Jeroboam son of Joash.
The situation described in 2 Kgs 14 could very well be the context of the
prophecies o f Amos. First, there is the terrible situation of suffering and pain that Israel
had been enduring for decades under the hand of Syrian power. Then comes YHWH’s
intervention in favor o f His people. YHWH sends the prophet Jonah who pronounces
prophecies o f salvation with promises of not only deliverance from the enemies’ power.
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but also of restoration of the former glory of Israel. This restoration was undoubtedly
expressed by the usage of mo ("return") in the hiphil ("to restore"), as 2 Kgs 14:25
indicates. YHWH used Jeroboam to accomplish His promises. It is further specified that
up to this time YHWH had not yet spoken of destroying Israel because of her sins.
Eschatological expectations might have been very high during the time the
prophecies of Jonah were being fulfilled, and Jeroboam was going from conquest to
conquest People might well have had a high expectation for the "day of YHWH," when
the final victory and power would be attained: the day when the former glory of the
Davidic/Solomonic kingdom would belong to Israel again, and Israel would have control
over the total extent of the land promised originally to Abraham and to the Israelites in the
Exodus, the area of the "Greater Israel."! The "day o f YHWH” was therefore expected to
be a day of great light for Israel, as is attested in Amos 5:18-20. People could well feel
very secure as they saw the prophecies being fulfilled, the victories being won, and they
started enjoying the material prosperity that followed the growth of power and the
proliferation of trade, as Amos 6 seems to point out. They could be very certain that indeed
YHWH was with them (Amos 5:14) and tnat no evil would reach them (Amos 9:10).
Within this context, Amos’s preaching attacked the basic foundations of this
hopeful eschatological mood. He could very well have started his preaching with the
"Oracles Against the Nations," in which he used repeatedly the verb T® ("return”). This
verb is used in a very ambiguous way, which may be intentional, in a form of "Janus
parallelism,” as proposed by Anthony R. Ceresko. This kind of parallelism is a poetic
device in which a single word is used with two different meanings: one meaning paralleling
what precedes, and the other meaning what follows. In that sense, the verb would first
deny the realization of the popular expectation for the soon restoration of the Davidic
empire in all its power and glory; and second, it would affirm the inevitability of the divine
iCf. Gen 15:18-21; Exod 23:31; Num 13:21; 34:1-10; Deut 11:24; Josh 13:5. See
how this entire region is described as "all Israel” in days of David and Solomon in 2 Sam
8:1-15; 1 Kgs 8:65; I Chr 13:5; 18:1-14; 2 Chr 7:8; 9:26.
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judgment described in the sentences that follow.* The so-much-expected "day of YHWH”
would not be a day of light and glory, but of darkness, the day of the inescapable divine
judgment upon Israel (Amos 5:18-20).
To those who were feeling secure in their new-found prosperity and opulence, and
were reassured by their recent military conquests (Lo Debar and Kamaim), Amos
announced that what they should expect is the total reversal o f what was prophesied by
Jonah. YHWH was raising up a nation that would afflict Israel from "Lebo Hamath to the
brook of Arabah" (Amos 6:1,13-14).
To those who unquestionably shouted "YHWH is with us,” the prophet prophesied
the utter destruction of Israel. He then invited the people to seek YHWH and live, to "seek
good and not evil” and then YHWH would be with them, as they were saying, and perhaps
He would have mercy on the remnant of Joseph (Amos 5:1-15).
■See the brief but interesting discussion on this parallelism in Anthony R. Ceresko,
"Janus Parallelism in Amos’s ’Oracles Against the Nations’ (Amos 1:3-2:16),’’ JBL 113
(1994): 485-490. See also the recent article by Paul R. Noble, ”T Will Not Bring “It”
Back’ (Amos 1:3): A Deliberately Ambiguous Oracle?" ExpT 106 (1994-1995): 105-109.
Though not referring at all to the occurrence of "Janus parallelism" in the series. Noble
comes very close to the same idea when he argues that the deliberate ambiguity of 3 0
("return”) seems to imply both the reference to the restoration of the Davidic empire
(implicit in the beginning of the book, but explictly stated at the end, in Amos 9:11-15) and
to the inevitable judgment of YHWH described in Amos 1-2.
The suffix pronoun s., ("him/it") that is attached to the verb 3 0 ("return") is quite
ambiguous also. It can refer to a number of different things in the oracles (e.g., the voice
of YHWH, the sins of the nation [collective sense], the nation itself [nation referred to as a
people, hence masculine], or the judgment of YHWH), and is probably referring to more
than one of them. See the discussion in the appendix below, 300-301.
The context of the restoration of the Davidic empire is made evident by the restricted
scope of the "Oracles Against the Nations" in Amos 1-2. As Andersen and Freedman
(Amos, 27) have remarked, there is not in Amos 1-2 the universal scope which many
scholars have proposed, but only eight nations are addressed there, and then only the
nations that once were involved in or were part of the Davidic/Solomonic empire. This
context was also remarked by Mauchile, "implicit Signs," 288-289; Koch, Prophets, 68 69; Dumbrell, Covenant, 154; Barrt,
’sybnw," 622-623; and Polley, Amos, 66 , among
others.
The hiphil of 3sd ("return”) is used more than once in the OT with the meaning of
revoking God’s work (cf., e.g., Num 23:20; Job 9:12; 11:10; Isa 14:27; 43:13). In this
sense, YHWH affirms that because of the C’flcs ("rebellions, transgressions") of each
nation in the series. His judgment against that nation would not be revoked.
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To those who were convinced that no evil would reach and overtake them, the
prophetic message was that surely the eyes of the Lord YHWH were upon Israel to destroy
her from the face of the earth, though He would not totally destroy the House of Jacob.
But all the sinners among the people, who were so reassured, would perish on the day of
YHWH’s judgment of the nation (Amos 9:8-10).
As for the final, expected restoration of the Davidic kingdom, it would happen only
"in that day," only after YHWH’s judgment upon Israel, and after He had exiled them
among the nations (Amos 9:8-15). Days would come when YHWH would bring back His
people (notice the use of mo ["return"] in Amos 9:14) from the exile and establish them in
their land and bless them exceedingly.
The context of security and confidence for the future, against which Amos seems to
be preaching throughout his book, does not seem to support the historical reconstruction
proposed by Simon Cohen. A context in which Israel was losing its power, had already
suffered heavy defeats, lost Gilead, and was now waiting for deliverance of her enemies
through a miraculous Divine intervention in the "day of YHWH” does not account for the
secure, positive, and hopeful atmosphere that appears throughout the book. Further, as
remarked above, the references to war and military defeat seem to be better accounted for
by the historical situation of the second half of the ninth and the beginning of the eighth
centuries B.C.
Menahem Haran's proposal for a lengthy prophetic ministry for Amos (in which
the prophet predicted some early nationalistic oracles of salvation for Israel when Jeroboam
was still powerless, and much later, oracles of judgment when the king had attained the
height of his power and dominion, and when sin became rampant) goes against some direct
indications in the book that Amos's ministry was rather short Amos 1:1 introduces the
book stating that these are "the words o f Amos which he saw in the days of Uzziah, king
of Judah, and in the days o f Jeroboam son of Joash, king o f Israel, two years before the
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earthquake." The adverbial phrase "two years before the earthquake” leaves the reader with
the general impression that Amos’s ministry had not lasted for much time. Indeed, it seems
that he had received the divine message and delivered it in this timetable—"two years
before the earthquake."
A short ministry is also the general impression left from reading the historical
section of Amos 7:10-17. In his confrontation with the priest Amaziah, Amos does not
indicate an elaborate and lengthy ministry as a prophet, but rather a short and direct
compliance to the divine command. He who was not a prophet was taken from behind his
flock by YHWH and was commanded to go and prophesy against Israel with a precise and
direct message, and that was actually what he was doing (Amos 7:14-15).
So, if credit is to be given to the book's own data, it is hard to support Haran's
view. A lengthy prophetic ministry, which suffered transformation in its focus and
message as the times and the circumstances changed, does not agree with the book’s own
internal data.
Andersen and Freedman are probably right when they suggest that Amos’s
preaching occurred during a time when Jeroboam’s power was steadily growing but had
not yet reached its zenith. > This suggestion seems to do more justice to all the elements
found in the book.

The Literary Context
The book of Amos represents one of the finest examples o f prophetic literature with
regard to the artistry of its language. It has been claimed that "no prophet surpasses him
[Amos] in the combination of purity, clarity, and versatility that characterize his
language."2

‘Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 21-23, 246-250,592-593.
2Mays, Am os, 6 .
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Literary Genre
The book is composed of a series of prophetic speeches/oracles, through which
Amos conveys the divine message he received. Two exceptions to this are the introduction
in Amos 1:1 and the historical narrative in Amos 7:10-17. Even so, these two sections are
closely related to the oracular material of the rest of the book. Amos 1:1 introduces the
"words of Amos" (oioa ’T37) that follow in Amos 1:2-9:15. The narrative in Amos 7:1017 reports the reaction of the priest Amaziah to one of the oracles of the prophet, and the
resulting dialogue between this priest and Amos (which ends in an oracle of judgment
addressed to Amaziah). i
Extensive use is made of both prose and poetry throughout the book. Pure prose
can be found in the introduction of the book and in the vision reports, while pure poetry is
found in passages like the four hymnic pieces of the book (Amos 4:13; 5:8-9; 8:9; and 9:56 ).

Many times, however, prose and poetry are blended together in the same section, as in

the narrative in Amos 7:10-17 (which is prose in the description of the event and poetry in
the prophet’s answer to the priest Amaziah), or in the series o f oracles against the nations in
Amos 1-2 (which is usually poetry, but is prose in the description of the historical acts of
God in favor of Israel in Amos 2:9-13).2
Literary Fomas and Literary Devices
A great variety of literary forms and literary devices are found in the series of
oracles that constitute this short book. They are used with unmistakable skill in order to
convey the prophetic messaged
iAmaziah reacted against the message of the second vision of Amos, especially
against the prophet's assertion that YHWH would rise against the house o f Jeroboam with
the sword (Amos 7:9).
2For a more detailed discussion on the usage of prose and poetry in the book of
Amos, see Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 144-149.
3For some good surveys on the literary forms and literary devices used in the book of
Amos see Mays, Amos, 4-6; Wolff, Amos, 91-100; Soggin, Amos, 12-15; Stuart, HoseaJonah, 285-286; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 12-18; Hubbard, Joel and Amos,
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The major literary form is the oracle o f judgment. These oracles usually denounce
the sins of the people or individuals in Israel (and also of some foreign nations), and
announce the coming divine judgment upon them (1:3-2:16; 3:1-2,9-11; 4:1-3; 5:7,10-12,
16-17; 6:1-8,13-14; 7:16-17; 8:4-7). Sometimes, they just announce the forthcoming
doom (3:12-15; 5:3; 6:9-11; 8:9-14; 9:9-10).
The divine origin of these oracles is many times conveyed by the usage of
messenger form ulae, either by the introductory mm

rd ("thus says YHWH”— 1:3, 6 ,

9, 11, 13; 2 :1 ,4 , 6 ; 3:12; 5:16; 7:17), by the concluding formula mrr tc r ("says
YHWH"— 1:5, 8, 15; 2:3; 5:17, 27), or by the oracular formula m rrq e ("oracle of
YHWH”—2:11,16; 3:10,15; 4:3; 6:8,14; 9 :7 , 8 ). On occasion the prophet introduces the
divine message through an oath formula, 2 mm (mm

x& z ("[The Lord YHWH]

YHWH has sworn by . . . ”— 4:2; 6 :8 ; 8:7). Sometimes he uses the proclamation
form ula, r t tn s o d /r if r r - c n n ( T K ) u c p ("Hear this word!” or "Hear this!"—3:1; 4:1; 5:1;
8:4), to command the attention of his public.
The theme of divine judgment is further treated in the book through other literary
forms: visions reports, usually starting with the formula mrr

*ann rra ("Thus the

Lord YHWH showed me"—7:1-3,4-6, 7-9; 8:1-2), but also with the expression r» Trtn
("I saw"—9:1-4); woe-sayings, starting with 'ti ("Woe!”—5:18; 6:1); dirge or
lamentation, also called qinah (from the Hebrew rmp—5:1-2); reports o f God's past
judgm ents (4:6-11); disputation questions (3:3-8; 5:25-26; 6:12; 9:7); and admonitions
(4:4-5).
The book, however, does not contain only judgment. Calls to repentance with a
promise for the future are found in the admonitions o f 5:4-6, 14-15,23-24. The book
ends with an oracle o f salvation concerning Israel and the nations in 9:11-15. The divine
origin of these calls and oracles is also indicated by the usage of the messengerformulae,
102-107; Gary Smith, Amos, 6-7; Finley, Amos, 113-114. See especially the detailed
study in Spanish by Chdvez, Modelo de oratorio, 39-111.
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"C? nS rnrr ("thus says YHWH”—5:4), rnrr "i©* ("says YHWH"—9:15), and m rrn c
("oracle of YHWH”—9:12, 13).
Four hymn stanzas (4:13; 5:8-9; 8:9; 9:5-6) are found interwoven with the
prophetic oracles in the book. These extol YHWH as the Creator and Master of the
universe.
As for the literary devices, one can detect the usage o f metaphor, metonymy,
numeric sayings, allusion, merism, hyperbole, ellipsis, synecdoche, irony, climax,
repetition, rhetoric questions, punning, exclamations, sym bols, alliteration, rhythm,
etc .1 They abound in the book, and they show the vivid imagery and striking force of the
prophetic message.
The Literary Structure of Amos
How all the oracles, with their distinctive literary forms and devices, are organized
in the book has been the subject of much discussion. Many proposals have been advanced
by a number of scholars, and they are surveyed and evaluated below in view of the
importance that the literary structure of the book has on the understanding of the prophetic
material. A case is made for a general chiastic structure that sets the "Oracles Against the
Nations” of Amos 1-2 in direct relationship with the oracles of Amos 8:4-9:15. The close
interrelationship between these two sections of the book is essential for the understanding
of three key OT elements highlighted in this chapter The recovery of the promised land,
the reestablishment of the Davidic kingdom, and the tension between salvation and
judgment.

The "Classical" Three-Part
Structure
The most widespread view is that three distinctive sections can be recognized in the
book. The first one, comprising chapters 1 and 2, is composed o f the series of the
■For a full list and study of the literary devices used in Amos see Chavez, Modelo de
oratorio, 63-1II.
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"Oracles Against the Nations," which culminate with the oracle against Israel. The second
section, comprising the next four chapters (Amos 3-6), is composed of a variety of oracles
against Israel. The final section embraces chaps. 7 to 9. It contains a series of five vision
reports, to which were added some oracles and a biographical narrative (Amos 7:10-17). •
While some scholars have argued that, besides the three very large divisions
indicated above, very little structuring and organization can be detected in the way the
oracles were grouped in the book, others have pointed out a very clear structure in the
organization of the prophetic material.? •For some scholars that maintain such a "tripartite" division of the book of Amos, see
Wellhausen, Kleinen Propheten, 67-96; Karl Marti, Das Dodekapropheton, KHCAT,
vol. 13 (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1904), 144-145; Harper, Amos and Hosea, cxxxiicxxxiv; A. van Hoonacker, Les douze petits prophetes traduits et commentes (Paris: J.
Gabalda, 1908), 204-205; Nowack, Kleinen Propheten, 114; Sellin,
Zwolfprophetenbuch, 187-188; Snaith, Am os, 1:21-22; Gwynn, Amos, xxi-xxii; Jacob
M. Myers, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, LBC, vol. 14 (Richmond: John Knox
Press, 1959), 102; M. Delcor, "Amos,” in La Sainte Bible, traduction franqaise d'apres
les textes originaux, commentaire exegetique et theologique, ed. L. Pirot and A.
G am er (Paris: Letouzey et And, 1961), 8:178; Kelley, Amos, 24-25; Amos et Osee, TOB
(Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1969), 14; Hammershaimb, Amos, 14; Wilhelm Rudolph,
Joel-Amos-Obadja-Jona, KAT, vol. X m /2 (Giitersloh: Gutersloher Verlagshaus Gerd
Mohn, 1971), 100-101; Frederick A. Tatford, Prophet o f Social Justice: An Exposition
o f Amos (Sussex: Prophetic Witness Publishing House, 1974), 22-23; Ambrogio
Spreafico, "Amos: struttura formale e spunti per una interpretazione,” RivB 29 (1981):
147-176; Amsler, "Amos," 163-164; Martin-Achard, Amos, 49; Martin-Achard and
Re’emi, God's People, 5; Auld, Amos, 50; Gary Smith, Amos, 7-8; Qiisholm, M inor
Prophets, 72-73; Niehaus, "Amos," 318.
2The discussion has addressed mainly the second (Amos 3-6) and third (Amos 7-9)
sections o f the book. It is natural that this happened, since the first section (Amos 1-2) is in
itself a homogeneous unity and therefore says little about how different oracles were
organized in the book.
Hammershaimb (Amos, 14) argues that the prophetic material in Amos was not
organized in any consistent and systematic plan. In the third section (Amos 7-9), e.g., he
finds the oracle that starts in 8:4 to be out of context. It opens with a "Hear this!" and
therefore belongs to the series of oracles of the second section (Amos 3-6) which also starts
with the same proclamation formula. The narrative of the conflict between prophet and the
priest Amaziah should have been placed at the end of the book, marking thereby the end of
the prophetic activities, and not in the middle o f the series of vision reports. The TOB
(Amos et Osee, 14) maintains that the oracles in Amos 3-6 have been grouped without any
precise order. Rudolph (Amos, 100-101) sees some structuring of the second section into
two subsections: the first one composed by 3 oracles starting with "Hear this!” (3:1; 4:1;
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5:1); and the second one by four oracles starting with "Woe!" (5:7; 5:18; 6:1; 6:13). For
him, no specific structuring can be observed in the third section (Amos 7-9). It is a
conglomerate of different oracles built around an original series of visions and the narrative
of the prophet’s conflict with the priest Amaziah. Martin-Achard (Amos, 56), after
surveying the present discussion on formation of the book of Amos, concludes that there is
a scholarly agreement that the book of Amos, in its actual structure, presents a certain
disorder, above all in its second (Amos 3-6) and third (Amos 7-9) sections.
Spreafico ("Amos," 147-176) conducts a detailed study of the structure o f each
specific oracle in the book, showing their exquisite and well-worked-out structure. The
organization of these oracles into three sections follows a pattern o f progression in the
prophetic preaching. In Amos 1-2, the proclamation of the divine word is characterized by
the verb ~ict? (”to say"); in Amos 3-6 by the summons to listen to that word "qnn r* lopa
■57$ rttn ("Hear this word which. . . ”); and in Amos 7-9 by the verb nun ("to see”). The
prophet first proclaims the word of God, then he invites others to listen to it, and he
finishes by seeing it.
Gary Smith (Amos, 7-8) maintains that the structure of the larger and smaller
segments, the frequent thematic connections, and the rhetorical bridge between points draw
the book together as a reasonably unified whole. In Amos 1-2, the constant repetition of
structural markers (the messenger formula, "thus says YHWH”; the indictment, "for three
transgressions and for four, I wall not vacillate. . . because you have ..." ; the punishment
clause, "therefore I will send fire upon. . . " ; the concluding formula, "says YHWH”)
keeps the whole together. Amos 3-6 is marked by the introductory summons to "hear”
(3:1,9, 13; 4:1; 5:1) and the introductory "woe" (5:18; 6:1). The thematic continuity
between these oracles is, however, a stronger force than a regular pattern for each one of
them. Charges against perversion of justice and excessive luxury, and predictions of defeat
and exile are recurring themes. The last section, Amos 7-9, is structured around the
visions. They start with the distinctive introduction "thus the Lord YHWH showed me.”
The three last visions (7:7-9; 8:1-3; 9:1-4) have expanded statements derived from key
thoughts within the visions. Amos 7:10-17, and 9:7-10 are disputes that arose because the
message of the visions was rejected.
Chisholm (Minor Prophets, 72-73) points out the phenomenon o f "wrapping
around," used to delimit and organize the sections. In the second section, chaps. 3 and 6
correspond to each other. Both employ the remnant motif in the negative sense (3:12; 6:910); both emphasize the arrogant complacency o f the sinful people (3:11; 6:6:1-3,8,13),
the social injustice and oppression (3:9-10; 6:3,12), and the luxurious living (3:12, 15;
6:4-6); chap. 3 starts with a reference to the Exodus, the event that set Israel's salvation
history in motion (3:1), and chap. 6 finishes with the reversal of the most recent event of
that history (6:14, cf. 2 Kgs 14:25). In the third section, chaps. 7 and 9 correspond to
each other. Chap. 7 ends with Israel’s exile from its land (7:17), while chap. 9 ends with
Israel permanently restored to it (9:15); in 7:9 the high places of Israel are destroyed (039),
while in 9:14 the ruined cities (039) would be rebuilt; in 7:9 the Lord rises (np) against
Jeroboam with a sword, while in 9 :11 He will restore (Dp) David’s dynasty.
For Niehaus ("Amos," 318-320,328), the book of Amos has a purposeful structure.
Since Amos is a covenant-lawsuit messenger, his book has taken the form of covenantlawsuit addresses. For him, the covenant-lawsuit form governs to a large degree the
structure of the book. This governing o f the book's structure, however, does not mean for
Niehaus that the book was patterned as one lawsuit from the beginning to the end. It
means rather that each one of the three sections of the book is basically influenced by the
lawsuit form and its characteristic style. First, Amos 1-2 is a lengthy poem of judgment
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Four/Five-Part Structure
Fairly similar to the view of the three-part structure, just described, are the
proposals of L. Monloubou, Norman Gottwald, Stephen Dempster, David Allan Hubbard,
and Shalom Paul. The sole difference is that these scholars usually consider the
introduction (Amos 1:1-2) and the conclusion (Amos 9:7-15) of the book to constitute a
section in themselves. Hence, their proposals normally result in a four/five-part structure.!
composed of eight covenant-lawsuit oracles against chief nations bordering Israel, and
against Israel itself. Second, Amos 3-6 is composed of three covenant lawsuits (3:1-15;
4:1-13; 5:1-17), followed by ancillary oracles of exile and judgment. Finally, Amos 7-9
comprises a series of five visions, followed by longer or shorter explanations, and
interrupted by an autobiographical account of Amos’s confrontation with the priest
Amaziah. The autobiographical account in this section displays the characteristic shift
between the third-person to first-person report that is common in the covenant-lawsuit
form.
>L. Monloubou, "Amos,'’ DBS (1972), 8:708. For Monloubou, the book is divided
into four sections: 1-2; 3-6; 7:1-9:10; and 9:11-15. The ensemble of oracles in the book
has no specific order, though some old organization can be seen in the visions (Amos 7:19:4).
Gottwald (Hebrew Bible, 353) proposes a four-part structure for the book: the
Oracles Against Nations (Amos 1-2); a collection o f judgment speeches against the
Northern Kingdom (Amos 3-6); a sequence of vision reports interrupted by a narrative
report and further judgment speeches (Amos 7:1-9:6); a conclusion with a threat of total
destruction, which is softened by the assurance of protection to the righteous individuals,
and then is expanded into a promise of national restoration (Amos 9:7-15).
Stephen Dempster ('The Lord Is His Name: A Study of the Distribution o f the Names
and the Titles of God in the Book of Amos,” RB 98 [1991]: 176, 186) arrives at a division
similar to that of Gottwald after having studied the usage of the divine names throughout
the book of Amos, and their distribution therein. He called it the "traditional” division of
the book: Prologue (Amos 1-2), Book of Words (Amos 3-6), Book of Visions (Amos 7:19:6), and Epilogue (Amos 9:7-15).
For Hubbard {Joel and Amos, 118-119), the book has five parts: Introduction (Amos
1:1-2); Oracles Against the Nations (Amos 1:3-2:16); Oracles of Judgment Against Israel
(Amos 3:1-6:14); Vision Reports (Amos 7:1-9:10); and Conclusion (Amos 9:11-15).
Paul (Amos, 6-7) writes of a well-organized structure arranged according to common
literary genres. It starts, after the superscription and introductory motto (Amos 1:1-2),
with the stereotypically structured and concatenously patterned "Oracles Against the
Nations” (Amos 1:3-2:16). The next section (Amos 3:1-5:17) is formally grouped together
by the introductory phrase "Hear this word” (Amos 3:1; 4:1; 5:1). These oracles are
characterized by the reprimands and reproofs that focus on the ethical and moral sins of the
affluent and upper classes of Samaria. Next comes two *in "woe" oracles (Amos 5:18-27;
6 :1-7). Then follows a series of five visions (Amos 7:1-3,4-5,7-9; 8:1-3; 9:1-4),
intercepted with a biographical narrative (Amos 7:10-17) and a collection of independent
oracles that enlarges upon the theme of judgment (Amos 8:4-14; 9:7-10). The final literary
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Various Proposals
James Lutber Mays, however, goes in a distinctive direction. For him, there are
three types of material in the book: sayings spoken by the prophet, first-person narratives
told by the prophet, and a third-person account about the prophet. There are a few bits of
other kinds of material that are scattered throughout the book (introduction in 1: 1; hymnic
sections in 1:2,4:13,5:8-9, 8 :8 ?, 9:5-6; wisdom observation in 5:13). The prophetic
material is organized into five sections: first, one large block of sayings (1:3-6:14); second,
a section of four vision reports with a third-person narrative set in between (7:1-8:3); third,
a group of sayings (8:4-14); fourth, a fifth vision report (9:1-6); and fifth, a final sayings
sequence (9:7-15).1
Douglas Stuart outlines three broad parts in the structure of the book: first, a group
o f oracles with no special organizational principle in 1:2-6:14; second, a group of visions
with related narratives in 7:1-8:3; third, a final group of oracles in 8:4-9:15. For him, the
book of Amos shows a very basic structuring o f the oracles, probably for preservation, but
no thematic and chronological sequence is observed.2
Robert Gordis also divides the book into three parts. First, one has an early
collection of sayings (Amos 1:1-7:9). This collection is composed of a great judgment on
the nations (Amos 1-2); three prophecies beginning with "hear this word" (Amos 3:1-5:6);
three denunciations starting with "woe" (Amos 5:7; 5:18; 6:1); and three visions beginning
with "thus the Lord showed me" (7:1-9). The second part corresponds to the historical
material on the prophet in 7:10-17. The third part is the second collection o f sayings found
in Amos 8-9. This final part contains two visions, one beginning with "thus the Lord
unit (Amos 9:11-15) contains a prophecy of comfort and consolation, blessing and
salvadon, describing the glorious future of Israel. Paul, surprisingly, seems to have
skipped the oracles found in Amos 6:8-14, since there is no mention o f these verses in his
description of the structure o f the book, nor where they fit in.
•Mays, Amos, 12.
2Stuart,

Hosea-Jonah, 286-288.
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showed me” (Amos 8 :1) and the other with "1 saw” (9:1); a prophecy starting with "Hear!”
(Amos 8:4); and material introduced by the clauses ”it shall come to pass on that day”
(Amos 8:9), and “behold, days are coming" (8:11:9:13). For Oordis, the organization o f
the book betrays the way the prophecies were collected. The historical material concerning
Amos's conflict with the priest Amaziah is the conclusion of the early, original collection of
prophetic sayings. Later, when additional (supposedly Amosian) prophecies were
discovered, they were simply appended to the already existing prophetic book.1
For J. A. Motyer, Amos divided his book into three main parts by returning at the
end of each part to some thought to which he gave prominence at the beginning. The first
part (Amos I:2-3:8) is bracketed between two references to a roaring lion (Amos 1:2; 3:8).
The second part (Amos 3:9-6:14) is bracketed by the key ideas of "an adversary
surrounding the land” in Amos 3:11, and the advancing enemy in Amos 6:14; by the
overthrowing of houses in Amos 3:15, and the destruction of luxury houses in Amos 6 :11.
The final part (Amos 7:1-9:15) starts with visions of total calamity which, in answer to
prayer, the Lord undertakes not to implement (Amos 7:3,6). Amos concludes this section
with a discriminating judgment, the destruction of all complacent sinners (Amos 9:10) and
the unbroken bliss of the Messianic kingdom (Amos 9:11-15).2
John Marsh divides the book into five parts: Amos 1:1-2:16, an opening sermon;
Amos 3:1-6:14, sermons of doom; Amos 7:1-8:3, a series of visions; Amos 8:4-9:10,
further sermon material; Amos 9:11-15, an epilogue.3 James Limburg's analysis is almost
identical: Amos 1:1-2, introduction; Amos 1:3-2:16 oracles against nations; Amos 3:1-6:14,
■Robert Gordis, "The Composition and Structure of Amos,” HTR 33 (1940): 247251.
2Motyer,

Day o f the Lion, 25, 77, 150.

JMarsh, Am os, 31-33.
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oracles against Israel; Amos 7:1-8:3, four visionary encounters with God; Amos 8:4-9:15,
final collection of sayings.1
Klaus Koch and his collaborators have pointed out a four/five-part structuring in
the book. For them, the hymns, the calls to listen, and the expression mrr'ctc t«n.TCV3
("in that day, oracle of YHWH") are key elements in the book's structure. So one can
discern, first, a superscription in Ames 1:1; second, the first large section of the book
starting in Amos 1:2 with a hymn to Zion and closing in 2:16 with rnrrxH; t«nrrc73 ("in
that day, oracle of YHWH”); third, a section in Amos 3:1-4:13 introduced by "hear this
word which . . . " and concluded by an hymn in 4:13; fourth, another section introduced by
"hear this word which ..." in 5:1 and concluded by a hymn in 9:5-6; finally, a postscript
in 9:7-15. For these scholars, the actual form of the book is not the work of Amos
himself, but of a later Judean "composer" who gave a literary shape to the Amosian
tradition, which had been preserved in oral form. The postcript in 9:7-15 is considered by
Koch and his collaborators as a later addition to the literary work of this Judean
"composer.”^
Roy F. Melugin accepts many of the suggestions of Koch and his team, but
recognizes another structure in the book: first, the superscription in Amos 1:1; second, the
Zion-hymn in Amos 1:2; third, the series of oracles against foreign nations culminating in
an oracle against Israel (Amos 1:3-2:16); third, a group of utterances in chaps. 3-6 divided
1Limburg,

Hosea-Micah, 79-80.

2Klaus Koch and Collaborators, Amos. Untersucht mit den Methoden einer
Strukturalen Formgeschichte, AOAT, no. 30 (Kevelaen Butzon & Bercker, 1976),
2:105-120.
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into two groups (Amos 3-4 and 5-6) ;1 fourth, the vision reports in Amos 7:l-9:4 concluded
by a hymn in Amos 9:5-6; finally, the conclusion in 9:7-15.2
Artur Weiser goes to great lengths to show that the book o f Amos is divided into
two parts, according to their different literary forms. First, one has the "Book of
Speeches," the words of Amos in Amos 1:2-6:14; then, the "Book of Visions" in Amos 79. This dual division of the book is already indicated in the introduction of the book in
Amos 1:1 "Words of Amos which he saw

"3 John Watts and Adri van der Wal

propose the same dual division of words and visions.4
Claude Coulot arrives at the same dual division of the book. For him, however,
Amos 1-6 is characterized by oracles against the nations and against Israel with no
biographical or autobiographical material, while Amos 7-9 is basically composed of
biographical material. The two large sections of the book are organized into a pattern of 12/2-1 as follows: the first section has Amos 1:1-2 as the title, followed by one poem of
judgment of the nations (Amos 1:3-2:16), which in turn is followed by two oracles of
similar structure (Amos 3:1-4:13), then one unit in chiastic structure (Amos 5:1-17), then
two maledictions built around the same outline. The second section has two visions with
the same structure in Amos 7:1-6. then one vision with a particular composition (Amos 7:71Amos 3-4 is addressed to the "sons of Israel" (two utterances, each one starting with
"Hear this word,” Amos 3:1; 4:1). The second group of utterances (Amos 5-6) is
composed of speeches against the "house of Israel," and begins with "Hear this word” in
Amos 5:1.

2Roy F. Melugin, "The Formation of Amos: An Analysis of Exegetical Method,”
SBLSP (1978), 1:377.
3Weiser, Amos, 9, 77, 249-252, 272-282. This dual division o f the book had been
suggested earlier by O. Proscksch in 1910. See O. Proscksch, Die kleinen
prophetischen Schriften vorden Exil (Stuttgart: Verlag der Vereinsbuchhandlung, 1910),
64, 86 .
“•Watts, Vision and Prophecy, 27-50; Adri van der Wal, "The Structure of Amos,"
750726(1983): 107-113.
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17), followed by two visions with the same schema (Amos 8:1-9:10), and is concluded by
the final unit of Amos 9:11-15.1

No Overall Structure at All
There are those, however, who do not discern any structure in the book, and avoid
dividing it into sections. James M. Ward maintains that one can discern only one long
composition in the book, Amos 1:1-2:16 (i.e., the oracles concerning the nations). An
extended literary unity is also found in the series of visions in Amos 7:1-9 and 8 :1-3. The
rem aining oracles are quite brief and seemingly independent of one another. No overall

design of the book is discernible.2
Though Andersen and Freedman divide the book of Amos into a series o f three
books ("Book of Doom," Amos 1-4; "Book of Woe," Amos 5-6; and "Book of Visions,"
Amos 7:1-9:6) and an epilogue (Amos 9:7-15) in their commentary on Amos, they have
made clear that this division does not represent any intentional structuring in the book but is
used in their commmentary only for convenience, in order to facilitate the reference to the
prophetic material. They do not see any strict, overall structure that organizes the book
horn beginning to end. Yet, they do not consider the book of Amos to be a collection of
prophetic oracles without any organization. There are some well-organized sections, like
the "Book of Visions" (Amos 7:1-9:6). It is clearly delimited and organized, it follows a
plan, but it also possesses a number of materials that do not seem to belong. The oracles
against eight nations in Amos 1-2 are also a well organized section, but it is difficult to
decide where it ends. The refrain in Amos 3:8 seems to repeat Amos 1:2 and make of
Amos l:2-3:8 a unity. The plague reports in Amos 4:6-11 are another well organized
section, as is the "Book of Woes" in Amos 5-6. But "Woes" are not limited to chaps. 5
and 6 of Amos; they begin in Amos 2:7 and reappear in 8:4,14. In conclusion, they
1Claude Coulot, "Proposition pour une structuration du livre d'Amos au niveau
rddactionnel," RSR 51 (1977): 169-186.
2Ward,

Amos, Hosea, 3.
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affirm, the whole book exhibits the same compositional techniques: there are assemblages
of sim ilar material, and sometimes clear transitions from one part to the next; there is also
continuity across these breaks. 1

Chlastic Structure
A new avenue on the discussion of the literary structure of the book of Amos
opened with the publication, in 1977, o f Jan de Waard's article on the chiastic structure of
Amos 5:1-17.2 Since then, it has stirred up some interest on the usage of this pattern in the
book of Amos. Two years later, de Waard, together with William A. Smalley, published a
study of the question in an appendix o f the Translator's Handbook on the Book o f
Amos.* In their study, the authors paid special attention to the recurrence of themes with
the same meaning throughout the book. They then arrived at the conclusion that "Amos is
made up of messages and groups of messages which are balanced against each other in the
first and last halves of the book.”4 They identified twenty units in Amos, and proposed the
following chiastic structure for the entire book:5
l:l- 2a
a m e power or u o a to pumsn inymnj
C Israel's special guilt among the nations
D The prophet's role and commission
E Israel doesn’t learn God’s lessons
(Bi The power of God to create (hymn])
F Lament for Israel
G Seek God and avoid destruction
H Warning to sinners
B1
I The power of God to create [hymn]
J THE LORD IS HIS NAME
1Andersen

1:2b

I:3-3:2
3:3-4:3
4:4-12
4:13
5:1-3
5:4-6)
5:7
5:8

and Freedman, Amor, 9-10, 12-18.

2Jan de Waard, "The Chiastic Structure of Amos V 1-17," V T27 (1977): 170-177.
5Jan de Waard and William A. Smalley, A Translator's Handbook on the Book o f
Amos, HeTr (N.p.: United Bible Societies, 1979), 189-214. See also William A. Smalley,
"Recursion Patterns and the Sectioning of Amos," 57*30 (1979): 118-127.
4De Waard and Smalley, Translator's, 189; Smalley, "Recursion," 120.
5De Waard and Smalley, Translator’s, 192; Smalley, "Recursion," 122.
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B'

T The power of God to create [hymn]
H’ Warning to sinners and righteous
G' Seek good and obtain mercy
F Lament for Israel
E' Israel relies on false security
D’ The prophet's experiences
C The punishment of Israel
B’/B 1 The power of God to punish and create
[hymn]
A' Epilogue: punishment and re-creation

5:9
5:10-13
5:14-15
5:16-17
5:18-6:14
7:1-8:3
8:4-9:4
9:5-6
9:7-15

Not long after, William H. Shea presented a paper at the 1981 annual meeting of
the Society of Biblical Literature in which he also proposed a chiastic structure for the
whole prophetic book.i Besides noticing the recurrence of similar themes between the
balanced parts of the book. Shea also dealt in more detail with the occurrence o f similar
terminology in these parts. He proposed a division of Amos into six balanced sections,
with two extra blocks of intervening materials, which he named X and Y. His proposed
structure can be presented as follows:2
A. Peripheral Block
1. Damascus (1:3-5)
2. Gaza (1:6-8)
3. Tyre (1:9-10)
4. Edom (1:11-12)
5. Ammon (1:13-15)
6 . Moab (2:1-3)
7. Judah (2:4-5)
8 . Israel (2:6-16)
[X. Intervening Materials
A. From Egypt (3:1-2)
B. Prophetic Imperative (3:3-8)
C. Nations Summoned (3:9-12)
D. Temple Smitten (3:13-14)]
B. Intermediate Block
A. Noblewomen (4:1-3)
B. Bethel and Gilgal, Religious (4:4-5)
C. 5 Past Judgments
I. Famine (4:6)
•William H. Shea, "The Chiastic Literary Structure of Amos," Paper presented at the
One Hundred Seventeenth Annual Meeting o f the Society of Biblical Literature, San
Francisco, California, 19-22 December 1981 (TMs in my possession).
2Ibid., 20 .
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2. Drought (4:7-8)
3. Pestilence (4:9)
4. War (4:10)
5. Fire (4:11-12)
D. CREATOR HYMN I (4:13)
C. Central Chiasm Ch. 5 A
A . Lament (5:1-3)
B. Chiastic Toponyms (5:4-6)
BetheMjilgal-Beersheba-Gilgal-Bethel
C. Indictment (5:7)
D. CREATOR HYMN U (5:8-9)
C \ Indictment (5:10-13)
B \ Chiastic Appeal (5:14-15)
good-evil-evil-good
A'. Lament (5:16-17)
C'. Central Chiasm Ch. 5B (3 Chiastic Sequences)
A. Day of the Lord (5:18)
B. Bear (5:19a)
B \ Serpent (5:19b)
A’. Day of the Lord (5:20)
A. Feasts (5:21)
B. Sacrifice (5:22a)
B \ Sacrifice (5:22b)
A’. Feasts (5:23)
A. Exile (5:25)
B. Idol I (5:26a)
B \ Idoiz (5:26b)
A’. Exile (5:27)
B'. Intermediate Block
A. Noblemen (6:1-12)
B. Lo-Debar & Kamaim, Political (6:13-14)
C. 5 Future Judgments
1. Pestilence (7:1-3)
2. Drought (7:4-6)
3. Plumb Line (7:7-9)
[Y. Intervening Material
Prophetic Biography (7:10-17)]
4. Summer Fruit (8:1-3)
[Y. Intervening Material
A. Indictment (8:4-6)
B. Dark Day of the Lord (8:7-10)
C. Famine for Yahweh's Word (8:11-12)
D. Thirst from Idol Gods (8:13-14)]
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5. Temple Earthquake (9:1-4)
D. CREATOR HYMN HI (9:5-6)
A'. Peripheral Block: Final Oracles (9:7-15)
1. Ethiopians (9:7a)
2. (from) Egypt (9:7b)
3. Philistines (9:7c)
4. Syrians (9:7d)
5. Judah (9:11)
6. Edom (9:12)
7. Israel (9:13-15)
In his 1990 commentary on the book of Amos, Thomas J. Finley recognized the
classical tripartite division in the book of Amos (Amos 1-2,3-6,7-9), but he also proposed
a "nice chiastic or inverted structure to the book," displayed as follows: •
A. Judgment o f the Land (1:2)
B. Judgment of the Nations (l:3-2:3)
C. Judgment o f Judah and Israel (2:4-9:10)
C'. Restoration of Judah and Israel (9:11)
B'. Restoration o f the Nations (9:12)
A’. Restoration o f the Land (9:13-15)
More recently, David A. Dorsey has published a study in which he reexamines the
literary architecture of Amos.2 Dorsey identifies seven units in the book (1-2; 3; 4; 5:1-17;
5:18-6:14; 7:1-8:3; 8:4-9:15) by paying special attention to oral/aural structuring
techniques. He has especially singled out the introductory and concluding formulas, like
rnrr -ay* ("says YHWH”), ran ■g.'jn tsoo ("listen to this word"), and rnrr-CR; ("oracle of
YHWH"). He also pays attention to the unity of form and/or content in each new section.
After discussing the delimitation of each unit and its internal structure, he notices that there
exist numerous lexical and thematic correspondences that link opposite units into an overall
symmetrical chiastic structure of A-B-C-D-C-B’-A’.
•Finley, Amos, 116-121.
2David A. Dorsey, "Literary Architecture and Aural Structuring Techniques in
Amos," Bib 73 (1992): 305-330.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

80
The units A (Amos 1-2) and A’ (Amos 8:4-9:15) are the only ones in which
YHWH’s dealings with Syria, Philistia, and Edom are addressed (Amos 1:3-8, 11-12; 9:7,
l ?) Rn»h

list seven sins of the wealthy (Amos 2:6-8; 8:4-6). In A, the wealthy are

condemned because "they sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of shoes”
(Amos 2:6); in A’, they are condemned because "they buy the poor for silver, and the
needy for a pair of shoes" (Amos 8 :6). In A, the wealthy are "those who trample (escort)
the head o f the poor” (Amos 2:7); while in A \ they are "those who trample (rEKort) the
needy" (Amos 8:4). The verb ®po I ("to crush, to trample”) occurs only here in Amos.
Both units portray the impossibility of escape from the coming judgment (Amos 2:14-16;
9:1-4). The expression efay

("will not escape") occurs three times in Amos 2:14-15,

and once in Amos 9:1 and nowhere else in the book. The root cc ("to flee”) occurs twice
in Amos 2:14-15 and twice in Amos 9:1. YHWH’s assertion in Amos 2:10, ’’I brought
you out o f Egypt,” is repeated almost verbatim in Amos 9:7, "did I not bring you up out of
Egypt?" YHWH’s threat that "the people of Aram will go into exile to Kir” in Amos 1:5
has its reflex in Amos 9:7, "I brought Aram from Kir." The reference to the "top of
Carmel” (btrgr: 3 tci) occurs only in Amos 1:2 and in Amos 9:3 and nowhere else in the
book. Other correspondences between A and A’ include references to "drinking wine”
(Amos 2:8,12; 9:13-14); planting/uprooting (Amos 2:9; 9:14-15), and the "sword" (Amos
1:11; 9:4.10).i
The units B (Amos 3) and B’ (Amos 7:1-8:3) also correspond, although the linkage
is not as extensively developed. Both focus on the prophet and the responsibility and
importance of prophesying. The series of rhetorical questions in Amos 3:3-8 culminates
with the stress on the prophetic call and compulsion to prophesy (Amos 3:7-8). Likewise,
the narrative in Amos 7:10-17 centers upon the validity of Amos’s responsibility and
compulsion to prophesy. Another possible correspondence involves Amos's prediction of
the destruction o f the altar of Bethel and the royal "houses” of Israel in Amos 3:13-15,
>Ibid., 325-326.
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which seems to be mirrored in Amos 7:9, when the prophet declares at Bethel that "the
sanctuaries will be laid waste" and the Lord "will rise against the house of Jeroboam.”'
The third (C — Amos 4) and fifth (C — Amos 5:18-6:14) units are more
rigorously linked. The C unit is addressed to "the cows of Bashan who are in the mountain
o f Samaria” (Amos 4:1), i.e., the wealthy women of Samaria; while C‘ is addressed to
"those who feel secure in the mountain of Samaria" (Amos 6:1), i.e., the wealthy men of
Samaria. Both units condemn the wealthy aristocrats for idle drinking (Amos 4:1; 6 :6).
Unit C declares that the wealthy women will go into exile (Amos 4:3), while C does the
same in reference to the wealthy men (Amos 6:7). Both of them will be exiled in the
direction of Damascus (Amos 4:3; 5:27). Both units depict graphically the empty religious
activities of the people, with references to sacrifices and offerings that were rejected by
YHWH (Amos 4:4-5; 5:21-23). In C, these are activities that Israel "loves" to do (Amos
4:5); in C’, these are activities that YHWH "hates" and "despises" (Amos 5:21). In C,
YHWH turns the morning into darkness (Amos 4:13); in C’, the "day of YHWH” will be a
day o f darkness, not light (Amos 5:18,20). The dramatic declaration i ..3 mrr 7 ^ 330;
("the Lord YHWH has sworn by His ..."), occurs in both units (Amos 4:2; 6 :8).2
The D unit (Amos 5:1-17) stands alone at the center of the book. Its main theme is
the call to repentance, which in itself is arranged in a chiasm (A. Lamentation over fallen
Israel, vss. 1-3; B. Call to repentance, vss. 4-6a; C. Warning and condemnation, vss. 6b7; D. Hymn to YHWH’s power, vss. 8-9; C'. Warning and condemnation, vss. 10-13; B*.
Call to repentance, vss. 14-15; A'. Coming lamentation, vss. 16-I7).3
Dorsey’s proposition could be diagrammed as follows:
1Ibid.,

326.

2Ibid.,

326-327.

3Ibid., 313-314, 327.
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A Unit: Amos 1-2
Lexical and Thematic Links:
A. T o p of Carmel” (1:2)
B. References to Syria, Philistia, and Edom (1:3-8,11-12)
B.l "Aram Will Go to Exile to Kir” (1:5)
C. “The Sword” (1:11)
D. Seven Sins of the Wealthy (2:6-8)
D.l "They Sell the Righteous for Silver, and
the Needy for a Pair of Shoes” (2:6)
D.2 "Those Who Trample the Head of the Poor” (2:7)
E. "I Brought You Out of Egypt” (2:10)
F. Drinking Wine (2:8,12)
G. Impossibility to Escape God’s Judgment (2:14-15)
G.I Three times cfaj' «*?, "will not escape," (2:14-15)
G.2 Two times the root or, "to flee,” (2:14—15)
H. Planting/Uprooting (2:9)
B Unit: Amos 3
Lexical and Thematic Links:
A. Prophet’s Call and Compulsion to Prophesy (3:3-8)
B. Destruction of Bethel and of the Royal "Houses” (3:13-15)
C Unit: Amos 4
Lexical and Thematic Links:
A. "Cows of Bashan [Women] Who Are in the
Mountain of Samaria" (4:1)
B. Condemnation for Idle Drinking (4:1)
C. The Declaration i..J mrr
330:, "the Lord YHWH
has sworn by His . . ( 4 : 2 )
D. Wealthy Women Will Go Into Exile (4:3)
E. Their Exile Is in the Direction of Damascus (4:3)
F. Empty Religious Activities o f Israel,
Rejection of Sacrifices and Offerings (4:4-5)
G. Israel "Loves" Its Religious Activities (4:5)
H. YHWH Turns the Morning Into Darkness (4:13)
D Unit: Amos 5:1-17
Central Chiasm
A. Lamentation Over Fallen Israel (5:1-3)
B. Call to Repentance (5:4-6a)
C. Warning and Condemnation (5:6b-7)
D. Hymn to YHWH’s Power (5:8-9)
C . Warning and Condemnation (5:10-13)
B’. Call to Repentance (5:14-15)
A’. Coming Lamentation (5:16-17)
C’ Unit: Amos 5:18-6:14
Lexical and Thematic Links:
A’. "Those Who Feel Secure [Men] in the Mountain
o f Samaria" (6:1)
B’. Condemnation for Idle Drinking (6 :6)
C . The Declaration i ..3 mrr 7 ^ 33 * , "the Lord
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YHWH has sworn by His . . . , ” (4:2)
D'. Wealthy Men Will Go Into Exile (6:7)
E’. Their Exile Is in the Direction of Damascus (5:27)
F . Empty Religious Activities of Israel,
Rejection of Sacrifices and Offerings (5:21-23)
G’. YHWH "Hates” and "Despises" Israel’s
Religious Activities (5:21)
H’. The Day of YHWH Will Be Darkness, Not Light (5:18,20)
B’ Unit: Amos 7:1-8:3
Lexical and Thematic Links:
A'. Prophet’s Call and Compulsion to Prophesy (7:10-17)
B'. Destruction of the Sanctuaries of Israel and
of the Royal House of Jeroboam (7:9-12)
A' Unit: Amos 8:4-9:15
Lexical and Thematic Links:
A’. "Top of Carmel" (9:3)
B’. References to Syria, Philistia, and Edom (9:7, 12)
B.l "I Brought Aram From Kir” (9:7)
C . "The Sword" (9:4, 10)
D \ Seven Sins of the Wealthy (8:4-6)
DM "They Buy the Poor for Silver, and the
Needy for a Pair of Shoes" (8 :6)
D’.2 "Those Who Trample the Needy” (8:4)
E’. "Did I Not Bring You Up Out of Egypt? ’ (9:7)
F . Drinking Wine (9:13-14)
G \ Impossibility to Escape God’s Judgment (9:1-4)
G’.l 0^0'
"will not escape, (9:1)
G’.2 Two times the root o t, "to flee," (9:1)
H’. Planting/Uprooting (9:14-15)
Still, very recently, Paul B. Noble has recognized another structure in AmosJ For
him, the book of Amos consists of a superscription (1:1) plus three main parts ( 1:2-3:8;
3:9-6:14; and 7:1-9:15). Contrary to the views above that discern an overall chiastic
parallelism in the book. Noble sees it only in the central part (3:9-6:14). His structure
follows what he calls "structural parallelism and thematic correspondence," and can be
presented as follows:2
•Paul R. Noble, "The Literary Structure of Amos: A Thematic Analysis," JBL 114
(1995): 209-226.
2Ibid.,

210-211, 218, 223, 225.
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Superscription (1:1)
Part I: YHWH's Word to the Nations (l:2-3:8)
A. Introductory (thematic) motto (1:2)
B. Israel among the nations
1. Oracles concerning the nations (1:3-2:16)
2. A Theological reflection upon these oracles (3:1-2)
C. Israel, YHWH, and prophecy (3:3-8)
Part II: A Palistrophic Judgment Oracle (3:9-6:14)
A. Introductory oracles ( 3:9- 14[j /c ])
x. Israel vis-i-vis the foreign nations (3:9-11)
y. An image of ruin (3:12)
z. The devastation of Israel (3:13-15)
B. Heartless indolence in Samaria (4:1-3)
C. Rejection o f Israel’s cult (4:4-5)
D. The final judgment (4:6-12)
E. Lamentations for Israel (5:1-3)
F. Seek YHWH! (5:4-6)
G. The corruption of justice (5:7, 10)
H. Hymn to YHWH (5:8-9)
G \ The corruption of justice (5:11-13)
F . Seek YHWH! (5:14-15)
E’. Lamentations for Israel (5:16-17)
D \ The final judgment (5:18-20)
C’. Rejection of Israel’s cult (5:21-27)
B'. Heartless indolence in Samaria (6:1,3-7)
A'. Concluding oracles (6:2,8-14)
x’. Israel vis-i-vis the foreign nations (6:2, 8)
y’. An image of ruin (6:9-10)
z’. The devastation o f Israel (6:11-14)
Part HI: The Annihilation and Reconstitution of Israel (7:1-9:15)
A. Four judgment visions (7:1-8:14)
B. Israel annihilated (9:1-10)
1. The fifth vision complex (9:1-4)
2. A hymn to YHWH (9:5-6)
3. Israel among the nations (9:7-10)
C. Israel reconstituted (9:11-15)

Evaluation of the Proposals
The overview of the scholarly discussion on the structure of the book o f Amos
clearly indicates that there is a variety of views on how the prophetic material is organized
in the book. Though a great majority of scholars support the "classical” tripartite division
o f the book, no consensus exists on the issue, and as seen, a variety of opposing views
exist on the subject. Which one does justice to the book is an impending question.
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The opinions that divide the book of Amos into three, four, or five parts are based
mainly on the grouping of similar literary forms and/or themes in each specific section. In
this sense, Amos 1-2 makes a natural unit, since it is constituted basically by oracles
against nations. Amos 3-6 is another section, because one finds there mainly oracles of
judgment against Israel. Amos 7-9 forms a third section, because of the predominance of
vision reports.
Though there is much logic and strength in this way of dividing and organizing the
book, there remains a basic problem in that literary forms and themes are not restricted to a
specific, determinate section. An oracle starting with the proclamation formula "Hear this!”
(which is a characteristic of Amos 3-6) appears also in the final section of Amos 7-9 (Amos
8:4-7). Hymn stanzas appear in these two sections also (Amos 4:13; 5:8-9; 8:9; 9:5-6).
The biographic narrative in Amos 7:10-17 is considered to be "intrusive,” for it breaks
down what seems to be a nice sequence of vision reports. The oracle of salvation, in Amos
9:11-15, seems to be contrary to the general tone of judgment of the final section, and of
the book itself.
Hence, some scholars like Robert Martin-Achard, James M. Ward, Francis I.
Andersen, David Noel Freedman, and others1 have avoided speaking of an overall
structure, because of these "bridges” between the sections. Others have tried to propose a
different structure, which could avoid the complications of the widespread "traditional"
view. One of the best attempts is probably that of Claude Coulot with its two-part division
and its I-2-2 -1 sequence.
The realization that the "bridges” between the sections may, after all, not be really a
problem, but rather an indication of the interrelationship between these sections, opened the
door for the recognition o f the usage of chiastic parallelism at the level of the general
structure of the book. The studies o f de Waard, Smalley, Shea, Finley, Dorsey, and Noble
have demonstrated that what had been considered by some as "intrusive” and "misplaced”
■Cf. above, 67-69, 75-76.
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actually have a harmonious function in the overall structure of the book. This argument
gains strength in view of the pervasiveness of parallelism as a structuring principle in
biblical literature, and its usage as a common device for giving form to otherwise loosely
connected sayings and stories, as Smalley has emphasized.1
A chiastic structure seems therefore to account better for all the elements in the book
of Amos, and to elucidate many areas where OT scholarship has an open question. Once it
is realized that chiasm holds the key for the understanding of the structure of the book, and
it is recognized how much the works of de Waard, Smalley, Shea, Finley, Dorsey, and
Noble have helped to perceive it, there remains the question: Which of the proposals
advanced above represents the probable structure of the book?
The analysis of Dorsey seems to take into best consideration the elements of the
text. First, the author tried to delimit the constituent sections of the book, according to the
textual indications of opening and closing of a section. He also discussed the cohesiveness
of each unit, either by form or by content. Later, he pointed out the unique terminology
and themes that draw corresponding sections together. The chiastic structure presented by
Dorsey seems, at the same time, well balanced and not as "exact” as the ones proposed by
de Waard and Smalley, and by Shea.
De Ward and Smalley’s proposal is based fundamentally on a thematic parallelism,
as they stated. But in order to achieve a "perfect" correspondence between the opposing
parts, they needed to break down some clear unities, like Amos 1:2. They needed further
to have the proclamation formula "hear this!” (3:1; 4:1) closing a section instead of opening
it, which is dubious in view of its usage in the book. They also finished with a hymnic
piece in Amos 4:13 that is unparalleled in the general overall structure of the book. It can
only find its match in a lower level, in the structure of a subdivision of the book.2
tSmalley, "Recursion," 125.
2For de Waard and Smalley, the book o f Amos can be divided into three main parts,
Amos 1-5:3; 5:4-15; 5:16-9:15. Each part is in itself a chiasm. The hymn o f 4:13 is
balanced by the hymn in 1:2b in the specific structure of the first part See de Waard and
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Shea’s proposal pays attention both to thematic parallelism and to parallelism in
terminology and expressions. Still, a strict and exact parallelism could not be achieved,
and he has to accept the presence of the "intervening materials" X and Y, which are not
exactly in parallel with each other.
Finley's suggestion is based on the parallelism of such broad themes (as judgment
over the Land, nations, and Israel) that, although it indicates a possible broad movement of
thoughts in the book, it can hardly represent its structure. He does not deal with the
interaction of the different sections of the books, nor with their specific lexical and thematic
parallelism.
Noble’s analysis forces some elements in the text of the book in order to achieve
the desired result. His precise chiastic structure of the central part (Amos 3:9-6:14) is
attained only after deleting Amos 4:13 and transposing Amos 5:8-9 to follow Amos S: 10,
and Amos 6:2 to follow Amos 6:7.1 Here again, the present form of the text of the book
militates against a strict and exact parallelism. Furthermore, Noble completely overlooked
the very unique parallelism of themes and terminology that exists between the opening and
concluding chapters of the book, as has been demonstrated in the works of de Waard,
Smalley, Shea, and Dorsey.
The literary elements of the book of Amos seemingly point to an overall chiastic
structure. This structure, however, does not seem to be an exact and precise parallelism,
such as the ones proposed by de Waard, Smalley, and Shea. It does not seem to cover
only a part of the text, as suggested by Noble, nor to be perceptible only in a "broad"
sense, as projected by Finley. The analysis of Dorsey seems then to provide the more
cautious and at the same time the more realistic analysis of the prophetic material. Each of
Smalley, Translator's, 193-195; Smalley, "Recursion," 123-124.
■Noble considered this to be "minor textual emendations," and justified his procedure
on the premise that these problematic verses are probably the work of a later redactor who
himself was unaware of the precise structure of the section, and therefore unwittingly
disrupted the original sequence. See Noble, "Literary Structure," 215-217.
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the seven units he found in the text has its own structure, and the overall chiastic structure
of the book is built, not so much through a precise, "strict" parallelism, but through the
unique occurrence of themes, key words, and expressions in the corresponding sections.

Elements of the OT Covenants from the Historical
and Literary Contexts of Amos
The study of the historical context of Amos pointed out that the prophet probably
preached in a time of high eschatological expectations and euphoria in Israel. The early
prophecies o f Jonah about the restoration of the ancient borders of Israel were being
fulfilled, and there was a high expectation for the "day of YHWH." In that day, the
ultimate victory would be won, the earlier glory of the Davidic/Solomonic kingdom be
restored, and Israel would become the first of the nations. It was seemingly within this
context that Amos came and predicted the judgments found in the first two chapters of his
book. The expectations for enduring power and glory would not be fulfilled, but on the
contrary, YHWH was about to bring a sweeping and devastating judgment upon all those
nations that once were part of the Davidic kingdom, or were closely associated with it (the
case of Tyre/Phoenicia). The expected power and glory that the Israelites were looking for
would happen only in a more distant future, only after YHWH had exerted His judgments
against His people. Then He would restore the Davidic kingdom and bestow upon Israel
and the other nations great blessings and prosperity.
The study o f the literary context of Amos proposed that the book was organized
into a chiastic structure (A. Amos 1-2; B. Amos 3; C. Amos 4; D. Amos 5:1-17; C . Amos
5:18-6:14; B \ Amos 7:l-8:3; A’. Amos 8:4-9:15) that brings the "Oracles Against the
Nations" of Amos 1-2 in close relationship to the closing set of oracles in the book in Amos
8:4-9:15. This structure of the book highlights therefore also the key elements discovered
in the study o f the historical context of the preaching of Amos. The prediction of j udgment
over all the nations of Syro-Palestine in Amos 1-2, with its denial of the expected enduring
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glory and power for Israel, is contrasted with the prediction in Amos 9 :11-15 of the
restoration of the Davidic kingdom and the great prosperity that would follow.
This understanding o f the historical and literary contexts of Amos highlights three
important elements that point out the domain of the OT covenants. The first two elements
listed below are only mentioned here and are addressed at length in chapter 5; only the third
element is fully addressed now. These three elements are:
1. The question o f the restoration of the ancient borders of Israel is of essential
importance for the understanding of the "Oracles Against the Nations" of Amos 1-2. The
extension of these borders, evidenced by the list of nations in Amos 1-2 and by the
catchphrase “from Lebo Hamath to the Sea/Brook of Arabah" (2 Kgs 14:25: Amos 6:14),
speaks of the totality of the land promised to Abraham in covenant, and to the Israelites in
their Exodus from Egypt. The totality of this area became part of Israel during the reign of
David and was many times designated in the OT as "all Israel” (2 Sam 8:1-15; 1 Kgs 8:65;
1 Chr 13:5; 18:1-14; 2 Chr 7:8; 9:26). The issue of the restoration o f the borders o f Israel,
that seems so prominent in Amos 1-2, points therefore to the Abrahamic, Mosaic, and
Davidic covenants. ■
2. The issue of the restoration of the Israelite power and control over the entire
region of Syro-Palestine points also to the importance of the Davidic covenant in Amos.
All the nations listed in Amos 1-2 were part of the Davidic kingdom, or were a close ally of
David (the case of Tyre/Phoenicia). Amos denies the popular hope of his time, and points
out that what the Israelites were expecting for would happen only when YHWH would
reestablish the Davidic kingdom. The Davidic rulership and authority over all the nations
of Syro-Palestine are described in the OT not only as a consequence of the military
■See below, 217-220, for a discussion on the role of the "promised land" in Amos I2, and how it points to the Abrahamic, Mosaic and Davidic covenants.
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conquests of David (2 Sam 8:1-15; 1 Chr 18:1-14), but also as one of the elements of the
covenant between YHWH and David (Ps 89:26[25]).*
3.

The historical and literary contexts of Amos point to a remarkable tension

between salvation and judgment in this prophetic book. The understanding of the oracles
of Amos 1-2 in connection with the prophecies of restoration of Jonah in 2 Kgs 14:25
contrasts the "word of YHWH" spoken by Jonah, predicting salvation and YHWH’s favor
to the Israelite nation, and the "word of YHWH” spoken by Amos. There is clearly a
tension between salvation (Jonah) and judgment (Amos) when one tries to understand the
prophetic words of Amos in what seems to be its historical context.
This tension between salvation and judgment is also evident in the overall structure
of Amos. The chiastic structure of the book draws close ties between the oracles of
judgment in Amos 1-2 and the oracles found in Amos 8:4-9:15 2 This chiastic structure
brings the oracles of judgment against Israel and her neighbors, in Amos 1-2, in contrast
and relationship with the oracles of salvation in Amos 9:11-15. The denial of the near
restoration of the Davidic kingdom, in Amos 1-2, is then paralleled by the prediction that it
will happen within an eschatological context, after Israel has endured YHWH’s coming
judgments (Amos 9:8-15). Judgment and salvation are then set in a tension that encircles
the entire message of the book.
How should one understand the tension between salvation and judgment, or
judgment and salvation, that seems evident from the study of the historical and literary
•See below, 173-179,216-228, for a discussion on all the elements in Amos 1-2 that
point to the Davidic covenant
2The interconnection between the first and last oracles of the book is further
demonstrated by the intimate relationship that exists between the statement of Amos 1:2 and
the prophecy in Amos 9:13. Amos 1:2’s description of YHWH as roaring from Zion is
followed by the series of oracles of judgment against foreign nations. Amos 9:13 says that
the mountains will overflow with sweet wine as one of the eschatological promises of
YHWH. Elsewhere in the OT, and especially in the last chapter of Joel, identical
prophecies form a single unit. They share identical terminology and themes with the
prophetic words that appear at the beginning and at the end of the book of Amos. Cf.
below, 98-102, 165-173, for a more detailed discussion.
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contexts of the book of Amos? Should one suppose that Amos was in a polemic against
Jonah, opposing his prophecies and contradicting them, as was suggested by Eissfeldt?!
Or was it actually Jonah who was opposing the prophecies of Amos, as Andersen and
Freedman proposed?? Could a prophet like Amos, who has predicted a certain and
unavoidable judgment, also predict salvation? Are the oracles of Amos 9:11-15 an integral
part of the prophetic message, or are they to be considered only as a later addition to it?
Many modem scholars can hardly reconcile the book's tension between judgment
and salvation, and therefore either deny the authenticity of those oracles that denote any
hope for the future, or minimize their importance in the message of the prophet? The
hypothesis of a polemic between the prophets Jonah and Amos apparently betrays also the
difficulty in conciliating what seem to be contradictory messages of two recognized
prophets of YHWH.
Klaus Koch touches an important point on the problem when he remarks that much
of the modem difficulty in dealing with the tension between judgment and salvation
depends more on questions related to our modem logic and dogmatic principles than to the
world of ideas of the prophet.4 That world o f ideas has been discussed at length by
•Otto Eissfeldt, Kleinen Schriften, ed. Rudolf Sellheim and Fritz Maars (Tubingen:
J. C. B. Mohr, 1968), 4:137-142.
2Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 250, 588.
?James Luther Mays (Amos, 9) represents well those who recognize only doom in the
message of Amos when he states that: "The oracles that derive from Amos offer no hope
for any other future to Jeroboam's Israel. The prophet did not speak of any time beyond
the judgment. Occasionally he exhorts his audience, but his few imperatives offer no real
alternative. They are rather derisive (4.4f.), or lead up to the inevitable announcement of
punishment (5.4f.), or simply serve to state the way of obedience that the doomed have
long since deserted (5.14f., 24). The nation's death is so certain that Amos sings its
funeral dirge (5 .If.)." See also Rudolf Smend, "Das Nein des Amos," EvTh 23 (1963):
404-423; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 103-106, 113; and Soggin, Amos, 19-22.
Others, however, have opposed such a view and have defended the authenticity of the
final oracles o f the book. See, e.g., Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 5-9; Gary Smith,
Amos, 277-280; Paul, Amos, 289; and the overview of the debate in Hasel,
Understanding, 105-120.
4Koch,

Prophets, 69-70.
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Abraham J. Heschel, who has shown that salvation and judgment, love and wrath,
compassion and justice, blessing and punishment may seem conflicting realities to us, but
are intrinsically interrelated with one another in the OT.i These different ideas are tied
together by the biblical concept of covenant, which translates in the OT the full range of the
different aspects of the divine pathos in God’s relationship with men and with His people
Israel.2
This tension is part of the structure of OT covenant and reflects the dimension of
blessings and curses of the Mosaic covenant. It belongs therefore to the basic principles
that are part of the covenantal relationship between YHWH and His people. It reflects
YHWH's gracious attitude toward people. His quest for mutual relationship, the
stipulations that form the basis of that relationship, and the blessings and curses that are
tied to the observance of these stipulations and to the maintenance o f the covenantal
relationship.3
It was evidently on these lines that the biblical historian/s presented the events of
the time of the prophet Amos, as well as the ministry of the prophets of YHWH. The
historical report of the books of Kings sees the succession of divine acts of judgment and
salvation as founded on God's covenant with His people. It was because of His covenant
with the fathers (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), for example, that YHWH delivered northern
Israel from the Syrian oppression through the hands of Jehoash and o f his son Jeroboam (2
Kgs 13:23; 14:25-27) at the time of Amos. It was because of Israel's persistent sins
against YHWH, her open rebellion and breach of her covenant with Him, that the nation
iHeschel, Prophets, 193-194, 221-231, 247-323.
zibid., 229-231.
3See Eichrodt, Theology o f the Old Testament, 1:457-511; 2:423-483; F. Charles
Fensham, "Malediction and Benediction in Ancient Near Eastern Vassal-Treaties and die
Old Testament," Z4.W74 (1962): 1-9; McCarthy, Treaty and Covenant, 120-140; Stefan
Porubcan, Sin in the Old Testament: A Soteriological Study, SS, no. 3 (Rome: Herder,
1963), 401-585; Hillers, Treaty-Curses, 78-89; idem, Covenant, 46-71, 98-142; Rust,
Covenant, 43-182; and Buis, Notion d ‘alliance, 45-188.
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was destroyed and deported from her homeland by the Assyrian power, as a result o f the
direct action of YHWH against His people (2 Kgs 17:7-23), as was predicted by the
prophets.
The biblical concept of covenant provides then the necessary structure in which the
tension between judgment and salvation can be understood and harmonized. The prophetic
messages of Jonah and Amos need not be understood as conflicting one against the other.
Amos’s announcement of judgment does hot invalidate his call to repentance and prediction
of salvation. 1 It is apparent, therefore, that much of the present difficulty in handling and
understanding the prophetic literature and its message, in its totality, lies in the modem
dismissal of the importance of the OT covenant concept for the understanding of the biblical
text.
Even if one does not recognize the early origin of the concept of covenant in the
religion of Israel, he would inevitably need to acknowledge with Ronald E. Clements that
"in spite of the admitted silence of the eighth-century prophets about Yahweh's covenant
with Israel, it was within a framework of covenant theology and ideas that the main lines of
this traditional portrait of the prophet came to be drawn. ”2 The study of the historical and
literary contexts of the book of Amos essentially confirms that premise. Accordingly, in
the light of the present form of the book and of its biblical framework, the "Oracles
Against the Nations" can only be understood inside a covenantal context.

Summary
The study of the historical context of Amos argues for the need to understand the
"Oracles Against the Nations" of Amos 1-2 against the background of Jonah’s prophecies
of restoration of the ancient borders of Israel (cf. 2 Kgs 14:25). These prophecies seem to
lOn the contrary, as Samuel Amsler remarked, the decisive prophetic prediction of a
divine judgment seems to represent YHWH’s Iast-moment call to His wayward people. It
seems to imply in itself a last-minute appeal before calamity strikes. Cf. Samuel Amsler,
"Amos, prophdte de laonzifeme heure," 7Z21 (1965): 318-328.
2CIements,

Prophecy and Tradition, 56.
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be at the source of the euphoric expectation for the restoration of the Judean/Israelite power
over the entire region of Syro-Palestine, that is, over all those nations that were once part of
the Davidic/Solomonic empire (an area otherwise known as the "Greater Israel ’). Within
this context, the prophecies of Amos come as a denial of the popular expectations for
enduring power and glory in the near future of Israel. The prophet made clear that what
was about to come over Israel was not the expected power and glory for that nation, but
destruction and judgment because o f Israel's aberrant sins and open rebellion against
YHWH. He also made clear that what the people were so eagerly looking for would
happen only with the restoration of the Davidic kingdom, a restoration that would happen
only after Israel and her neighbors had endured the divine judgment predicted by the
prophet.
The study of the literary context of the book of Amos evidences the importance of
the general structure of the book for the understanding of the "Oracles Against the Nations"
of Amos 1-2. It is seen that the general structure of the book brings into close relationship
the prophetic oracles of Amos 1-2 with those of Amos 8:4-9:15. The announcement of
judgment against Israel and her neighbors is contrasted with the prediction of restoration of
the Davidic kingdom in the final oracles of the book, which would be followed by
abundant blessings and prosperity for Israel and the other nations.
This understanding of the historical and literary contexts of Amos brings forth three
important elements that pertain to the domain of the OT covenants. Fust, it speaks of the
area of the "Greater Israel," the area encompassing the total extension of the promised land
of the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants, and which became part of Israel during the reigns
of David and Solomon. There seems to have existed, by the time of Amos, a high
expectation o f recovery of the totality of this area by God's people. Second, the Davidic
covenant seems to stand behind both the denial o f the restoration of the "Greater Israel," in
Amos 1-2, as well as in the prophecies of salvation and restoration in Amos 9. Finally,
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both the historical and the literary contexts of the prophecies of Amos 1-2 evidence a
tension between oracles of salvation and oracles of judgment. This tension is seen to be
part of the structure of the OT covenant(s) and to reflect the dimension of blessings and
curses of the Mosaic covenant.
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CHAPTER 4
COVENANT ELEMENTS EVIDENCED BY THE STRUCTURE
AND LITERARY FORM OF THE "ORACLES AGAINST
THE NATIONS" OF AMOS 1-2

As a continuation of the inquiry into the question of the presence of OT covenant
elements in "Oracles Against the Nations" of Amos 1-2, the present chapter explores the
general features of this pericope. First, the questions concerning the delimitation of the
literary unit are treated, in order to establish the exact scope o f the pericope to be studied.
Second, the Hebrew text of Amos 1:2-2:16 is presented, and a translation and evaluation of
this text are provided. The intention here is to supply the reader with an easy reference to
the basis of the study of this dissertation and to establish its actual content Finally, the
questions related to the literary structure of the pericope and the form of its oracles are
addressed. These two last issues are seen to be of great importance for the discussion on
the question of covenant in Amos 1:2-2:16, insofar as they evidence the centrality of the
covenant lawsuit that YHWH raises against the nation of northern Israel.

Delimitation of the Pericope
Eight nations are addressed in the series of oracles of Amos 1-2: Damascus/Aram
(Amos 1:3-5); Gaza/Philistia (Amos 1:6-8); Tyre/Phoenicia (Amos 1:9-10); Edom (Amos
1:11-12); Ammon (1:13-15); Moab (Amos 2:1-3); Judah (Amos 2:4-5); and Israel (Amos
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2:6-16). Although the first three oracles address first of all the leading city-state of the
respective country, the country in its totality seems to be concerned also.1
These eight oracles were constructed into a consistent literary unity. The precise
delimitation of this unit, however, has been the subject of much discussion. Questions have
been raised concerning its exact beginning and end. Does Amos 1:2 belong to the pericope
and serve as its introduction? Is the oracle against Israel part of the "Oracles Against the
Nations,” serving as its conclusion? Does the pericope include part of Amos 3 also?
For a number of scholars, the pericope of the "Oracles Against the Nations" is a
closed unity of oracles, marked by the same introduction and conclusion, and which share
basically the same structure. The series starts in Amos 1:3 with the first occurrence of the
introductory refrain rnrr tck nb ("thus says YHWH") and closes in Amos 2:16 with the
oracular formula nyr-oc ("oracle of YHWH"). These oracles are marked by the common
use of the messenger formula rnrr
indictment iS'DK

nb ("thus says YHWH”); followed by the general

[nation] 'sps rq farta ("for three acts of rebellion/

transgressions of [nation] and for four I will not return it"); then by a specific indictment.
•This can be seen by the references to the valley o f Aven, Beth-Eden, and to the
entire people of Aram (Amos 1:5), that appears in the oracle against Damascus, and
through the references to Ashdod, Ashkelon, Ekron, and to the Philistine people in general,
in the oracle against Gaza.
As for the oracle against Tyre, there is no reference to Sidon, Byblos, or any other
Phoenician city, or to the Phoenician people in general. One might then question whether
the oracle addresses all o f Phoenicia. Tyre is usually referred to, in OT, as the leading
Phoenician city, and the others usually come in a secondary and ancillary position, if ever
mentioned at all (cf. 1 Kgs 5:20[6] where the Sidonians are considered subjects of Hiram,
who otherwise is designated only as king of Tyre; Isa 23, where in an oracle addressed to
Tyre, Sidon is considered as part of the Tyrian kingdom; and Ezek 26-28, where Sidon,
Axvad, Gebal [Byblos] are mentioned in an oracle against Tyre [Ezek 27:8-9]).
Tyre's supremacy over the other Phoenician cities is also evident in the ANE
literature from the ninth and eighth centuries B.C. In the Assyrian inscription of that time
which speaks of the Phoenician coastal cities. Tyre is always mentioned first, while
references to Sidon and Biblos practically disappear. See discussion in H. J. Katzenstein,
The History o f Tyre: From the Beginning o f the Second Millennium B.C.E. until the
Fall o f the Neo-Babylonian Empire in 538 B.C.E (Jerusalem: Schocken Institute for
Jewish Research, 1973), 132-135,160-161,168-169, 193-219; and H. J. Katzenstein and
Douglas R. Edwards, "Tyre," ABD (1992), 6:688.
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introduced by the preposition bs ("for, because"), and by the announcement of the divine
judgment usually introduced by the theme of sending or setting fire—ok ts p ] Yfirfodi ("I
will send/set fire”). They are, sometimes, concluded by the formula rrrr tc r ("says
YHWH”). I
Other scholars, however, consider Amos 1:2 to be an integral part of the "Oracles
Against the Nations. "2 The main argument in favor o f this view is the parallel passages
found in Joel 4:16(3:16] and Jer 25:30. In these variant formulations, the roaring of
YHWH, that convulses nature, comes to initiate or culminate His announcement of
judgment against foreign nations. Amos 1:2 should, therefore, be understood in the same
sense. It is the introduction to the impending divine judgment described in Amos 1:3-2:16.
A close look into the passages of Joel and Jeremiah seems to provide strong
support for that proposition. First of all, these two passages are the only ones in the OT
that share an almost identical formulation with Amos 1:2J Second, they are intimately
•See Neher, Am os, 12, 59-67; Marsh, Amos, 36; Kelley, Amos, 30; Mays, Amos,
21; Hammershaimb, Amos, 19; McKeating, Amos, 13; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 122, 124,
135-144; Yair Hoffmann, K~pca c v n bst fiw nn (The Prophecies Against Foreign Nations
in the Bible] (Tel-Aviv: Tel-Aviv University, 1977), 155; Amsler, "Amos," 169; Peter C.
Craigie, Twelve Prophets, vol. 1, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah and Jonah, DSB
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1984), 123-126; Martin-Achard and Re’emi, God's
People, 13; Martin-Achard, Amos, 59; Meir Weiss, The Bible from Within: The Method
o f Total Interpretation (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1984), 195; Soggin, Amos, 28-30;
Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 300, 308-309; Limburg, Hosea-Micah, 85; Hubbard, Joel and
Amos, 126; Gary Smith, Am os, 17; Mowvley, Amos, 12; Niehaus, "Amos," 338, 340.
2Bentzen, "Ritual Background," 95-96; Delcor, "Amos," 190; Kapelrud, Central
Ideas, 17-19; Ward, Amos & Isaiah, 99; Hauret, Am os et Osee, 17-18; Alfons Deissler,
Z w olf Propheten: Hosea, Joel, Amos, NEBib (Wurzburg: Echter Verlag, 1981), 95;
Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 219-222; Paul, Amos, 41-42.
Klaus Koch and Collaborators (Amos, 2:67), and John Hayes (Amos, 65-66) also
defend Amos 1:2 as part of the 'Oracles Against the Nations,” but on other grounds. They
argue that Amos 1:2 sets the stage for the oracles by introducing YHWH and His action of
judgment. Furthermore, the "it" which YHWH will not recall in 1:3-2:16 is His "voice"
(bp) which was blasted forth from Zion with withering force.
3Amos 1:2
t Sk’I

ib p JFT cbyrrm
heron PKh Pan

*tcr ]rso n r r
u ifp 'rrxc Vtoki
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related to oracles of judgment against foreign nations. Joel 4[3] speaks of an eschatological
day, the "Day of the Lord," when YHWH would congregate all the nations in the valley of
Jehoshaphat and judge them all. At that time, He would deliver and restore His people
Israel. In this oracle, the prophet specially mentions the foreign peoples of Tyre, Sidon,
Philistia, Egypt, Edom, and the "nations around," for crimes committed against God’s
people.
Jer 25 says that YHWH has a T“t ("case, dispute, lawsuit"—Jer 25:31) with all the
inhabitants of the earth, and that He will judge all flesh, and as result, the wicked will be
given to the sword. This oracle of judgment was preceded by the oracle of the "cup of
God’s wrath" (Jer 25:15-29). In this oracle the prophet was ordered to take a cup of the
wine of wrath (symbol of God’s judgment by the sword) from the hand of YHWH and
give it to drink to all the nations to which God would send him. The prophet enumerates a
long list, starting with the people of Jerusalem and those of the cities of Judah. He then
continues with the people of Egypt, and goes on enumerating the land of Uz, the

("And he said:
YHWH roars from Zion, and from Jerusalem He utters His voice;
the pastures of the shepherds mourn/wither, and the top of the Carmel dries up")
Joel 4:16
ifrip ]rr c'p^rrci
]vsn m'rn
" HS1 c’P? W 7]
‘a n ir
risen
iris'? nontj rnrn
("And YHWH will roar from Zion, and from Jerusalem He will utter His voice;
heavens and earth will tremble.
But YHWH will be a refuge to His people, and a stronghold to the children of Israel")
Jer 25:30

cfr% K rai ri'JKy crTyin-*?? r» crrbH
psam
n®

crpnTcp t t h

'ra-an

astf* cneo nyr
w ipbs

("As for you, you will prophesy against them all these words, and you will say to them:
YHWH will roar from on high, and from His holy place He will utter His voice;
He will roar mightily against His fold/pasturage. He will shout, like those who tread
grapes, against all the inhabitants of the earth")
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Philistines, Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre, Sidon, and faraway peoples like Dedan, Tema,
Arabia, Media, Elam, etc. They all were obliged to drink, for they all would be destroyed
by the sword. It is against this group of people that the prophet is commanded to prophesy
in Jer 25:30.
From a survey of their inner context, it is evident that the only two other passages
in the OT that parallel Amos 1:2 are indeed closely connected with a divine judgment
against foreign nations. In Jeremiah, as in Amos, even God's own people were also
subject to that judgment.
Third, there are other parallel points between these passages and Amos 1-2. Some
of the crimes of Judah's neighbors in Joel echo those condemned in Amos. Conquering
land and selling people as slaves, uprooting people from their homeland and sending them
far away, exploiting the weak (a young boy given into prostitution, a young girl sold for
wine)— this list of crimes bears some resemblance to that of Amos. In Joel, however, it is
clearly specified that they were committed against Judah, while in Amos it is not clear that
God’s people (Israel or Judah) were always involved. In Joel and Amos, the roaring of
YHWH results in the convulsion o f nature. In Joel the earth and the sky are shaken (Joel
4:16b), while in Amos the shepherds' pastures and the top of Carmel wither (Amos 1:2b).
In Jer 25:30, as Meir Weiss pointed out,! the reference to YHWH’s fold/pasturage (rrc)
seems to echo the reference to the shepherds' pastures (*rr£) in Amos 1:2. Furthermore,
the reference to a "shout like those who tread grapes’’ (cttT o ttt!) in Jeremiah may have
some connection with the reference to Carmel (bo"9 ) in Amos 1:2. The word bon? may be
taken as a reference either to the Carmel mountain range, or to a common orchard with fruit
trees and vines. The names bqn? ("carmel"), fT t ("one who treads grapes"), and t t t j
("shout") are intimately interrelated in Isa 16:10 and Jer 48:33, in a oracle of judgment
against Moab. Another interesting feature in Jer 25 is that the kings of the nations are
designated as "shepherds" (crsft) and their countries as their pastures (rring and rrac) in
•Weiss, Bible from Within, 236-237.
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vss. 34-37, which may also be a parallel to the C'tftn n*; ("the pasture o f the shepherds")
in Amos 1:2.1
Finally, there are more than just some echoes between the last chapter o f Joel and
the prophecies of the book of Amos. Joel’s reference to the "day of the Lord," as a day of
judgment, of darkness and not o f light (Joel 4:14-15, cf. also Joel 2:1-2, 10-11) is very
similar to Amos’s description of the same theme (Amos 5:18-10), employing identical
terminology. Furthermore, Joel 4:1,18 echo very closely Amos 9:I3b-14a, which are
part of the concluding prophecies of the book of Amos.2 In reading the Hebrew text, in the
present order of the Hebrew Bible, the impression given is that the book of Amos would
have been structured around these three topics found in the last chapter o f Joel (judgment of
the nations related to the phrase "YHWH roars from Zion, and from Jerusalem he utters
His voice”—Joel 4:l6//Amos 1:2; the "day of the Lord”—Joel 4:14-15//Amos 5:18-20; and
the promises of restoration—Joel 4:l,18//Amos 9:13-14).3
•The Tg translated crsftr,
("the pasture o f the shepherds”) by ttpbp
("the
dwelling places of the kings”), understanding the reference to shepherds in Amos as a
metaphor for the kings of the nations.
2Interesting parallels are found between these two passages:
Joel 4:la[3:Ia]
. . . cfrft-n irrirr n ag T^ t d k ratt ktbj ruzp rqnn c*oj3 ngt '3
("For, behold, in these days and in that time when I will restore the fortunes of
Judah and of Jerusalem ..." )
Joel4:18a[3:I8a]
. . . abn rrpbn rrin^rn o'on cn rn bb ' wnn c rp rrrn
("And it will be in that day that the mountains will drip sweet wine and the hills will
flow with m ilk...")
Amos 9:13
. . . rqrcnr.
;ron e r a «rwr» . . .
trtqi ctt rsr:
("Behold, days are coming, oracle of YHWH... and the mountains will drip sweet
wine and every hill will melt...")
Amos 9:I4a
. . . bincr 'a? no p r ^ Tapi
(’’and I will restore the fortunes o f My people Israel..." )
3WilheIm Rudolph (Amos, 103) suggested that the placement of Amos after Joel in
the order of the twelve prophets is probably because Amos was considered as a Iarge-range
commentary to Joel 4.
Paul R. House (Unity o f the Twelve, 63-81) has argued that the structure of the
Twelve Minor Prophets is intrinsically interwoven, as already shown in the survey of
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In view of the many close parallels between the oracles found in Amos 1-2, Joel 4,
and Jer 25, it seems quite reasonable, at least, to consider that these oracles represent a
particular form of oracles of judgment against nations, whether against foreign nations only
(Joel), or against foreign nations, Israel, and Judah (Amos and Jeremiah). In this case, the
oracle in Amos 1:2 is to be considered as an integral part of the "Oracles Against the
Nations” in Amos 1-2.
The second major question concerning the delimitation of the pericope involves the
oracle against Israel. Is it part of the "Oracles Against the Nations," as is usually
maintained,1 or is it an independent unit? Scholars like William R. Harper, Jack P. Lewis,
literature in chapter 2 (cf. above, 27-28). Accordingly, each book relates to the others by
the usage of common themes, terminology, and wordplay. Some central themes
introduced in a previous book are retaken and subsequently developed in the next book.
James Nogalski has also explored the consistent occurrence of "catchwords” in the
beginning and the end of the prophetic books in the Twelve Minor Prophets as a way to
convey their unity. Nogalski, however, is mainly interested in the redactional process that
led to the final unity of these books, and does not give much attention to the implications
this kind of interrelationship may have on the understanding of the respective message of a
given prophetic book. Cf. James Nogalski, Literary Precursors to the Book o f the
Twelve, BZAW, no. 217 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1993), 20, 24-27, 82-122; idem,
Redactional Processes in the Book o f the Twelve, BZAW, no. 218 (Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 1993), 42-57, 274-280.
Parallels between the last chapter of Joel and the beginning and conclusion of Amos
have also been noticed by some scholars like Francis I. Andersen, David N. Freedman,
and Rex Mason. Their conclusion is usually that the prophets seem to have made usage of
a common "stock” of prophetic oracles, which was adapted to their immediate situation.
Cf. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 221; and Rex Mason, Zephaniah, Habakkuk, Joel,
OTG (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), 119. House’s study on the Minor Prophets,
however, has pushed the question to a new light, and one should ask if the parallel usage
of expressions, themes, and phrases may not indicate more than just individual usage of a
common material.
•See Snaith, Amos, 1:21; Cripps, Amos, 117; Mays, Amos, 26; Hammershaimb,
Amos, 21; Rudolph, Amos, 118; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 135; Craigie, Twelve Prophets,
127-128; Martin-Achard, Amos, 126, 132; Stuart, Hosea-Jortah, 308; Limburg, HoseaMicah, 87-93; Hayes, Amos, 55; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 206; Gary Smith,
Amos, 34; Mowvley, Amos de Hosea, 15; Niehaus, "Amos,” 340; Paul, Am os, 13-15.
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John Barton, A. G. Auld, and David Allen Hubbard have favored the second possibility.1
They recognize a literary unity only in Amos l:3-2:5, as the symmetry of the arrangement
and the formal similarities of the first seven oracles indicate. For them, the oracle against
Israel (Amos 2:6-16) forms a distinct unit by itself. It starts with the same introductory
formula, but abandons the strict formulation of the previous oracles after the first sentence
and then follows its own pattern. The first seven oracles would then serve as an
introduction to the oracle against Israel.
It is obvious that the oracle against Israel does not follow the strict structure of the
previous seven oracles;2 but does this fact provide enough ground for its exclusion from
the "Oracles Against the Nations"? In this matter, it would be good to remind oneself of
the insightful remarks made by Wilhelm Rudolph some decades ago.2 In criticizing the
quest, by some scholars, for absolute uniformity in the "Oracles Against the Nations," he
observed that Form Criticism goes beyond its competence when it puts the prophet in a
straitjacket.4 How can a modem scholar determine that the prophet could not deviate any
step from a rigid diagram? How can such a scholar establish that the prophet could not
•Harper, Amos and Hosea, 12-13,49; Jack P. Lewis, The Minor Prophets
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1966), 18-19; Barton, Am os’s Oracles, 3, 36;
Auld, Am os, 41-42, 45; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 127, 140-141.
2WhiIe it does have the common introductory formula, n rr
nb ("thus says
YHWH"), and the general motivation, a'DR vb
[nation] 'DC® nspabp ("for
three rebellions/transgressions of [nation], and for four, I will not restore/retum her/it"),
the strict similarities stop here. The specific motivation for the judgment is still introduced
by bn ("for"), but it is much longer and more specific than in the previous oracles (Amos
2:6b-8). Then it is followed by a recital of God’s gracious provision in the history of Israel
(Amos 2:9-12), which has no parallels in the oracles that precede it. The pronouncement of
judgment is not constructed around the theme of a devouring fire, with destruction and
exile, but around what seems to be a reference to an earthquake and its destructive power
(Amos 2:13-16). Finally, the concluding formula is not rnrr T3* ("says YHWH") but
mm-QC ("oracle o f YHWH").
3RudoIph, Amos, 118-119.
4RudoIph quotes in a footnote the remarks of Principal Lofthouse found in Cripps,
Book o f Amos, 282: "It is not probable that any Hebrew prophet wrote with the fear of the
standards o f German literary criticism before his eyes." Cf. Rudolph, Amos, 119, n. 3.
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retain a certain personal freedom while working inside a general framework? For Rudolph,
the prophet Amos does not standardize, and the first seven oracles themselves prove it,
since they are not exactly identical one to the other. The variations inside the oracle against
Israel, therefore, should not be taken as a proof that the oracle does not belong to the series
(the similar elements that this oracle shares in common with the preceding oracles are
evidence that it does belong to the series), but rather as an evidence o f the prophet’s
freedom and creativity.1
In discussing the same problem, Gary Smith observed that total uniformity is not
found in any other prophetic literary genre and should not be expected in the series of the
"Oracles Against the Nations." For him, variation within formal structures enables the
prophet to create emphasis, to build structure into a pattern, to make comparison, and to
break monotony.2
A further interesting remark was made by Shalom Paul in his commentary on
Amos.3 Paul comments on the issue in the same line of thought of Rudolph and Smith, but
he goes one step further. In referring to a study by Yitshaq Avishur on the forms of
repetition of numbers, which indicate wholeness in the Bible (numbers 3,7, and 10),4
Shalom Paul observed that it is not uncommon that a stereotypic pattern is broken when it
reaches its climax or its conclusion. A good example of this phenomenon can be seen in
Gen 1, in the Creation account. The account in Gen 1 is formulated with a recurrent final
refrain at the end of each of the first six days. The pattern is broken, however, when the
account reaches its culminating point in the seventh day. So, too, the seven oracles in
Amos I:3-2:5 (with all their internal variants) are ordered according to a preconceived
^ i d . , 118-119.
2Gary Smith, Amos, 41-42.
3Paul, Amos, 22-27, 76-77.
4Yitshaq Avishur, rrnsom tnpon (10, 7, 3) mobcrr " s c c a mtnn ■ j n 1
“roTipn rrocn [The Forms of Repetition o f Numbers Indicating Wholeness (3,7, 10) in
the Bible and in Ancient Semitic Literature] Beer-Sheva 1 (1973): 1-55.
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pattern, which is deliberately broken when the climax of the prophecy is reached in the
oracle against Israel.*
One could also take the example of the Creation account in Gen 1 in order to
substantiate further the argumentation for the existence of great variation in form inside a
general framework. The accounts of the first, second, fourth, and fifth days contain only
one announcement of the divine word trnb« “o n ("and God said"), while the third and
fifth days contain two and three announcements, respectively, and the account of the
seventh day contains none. The approval formula □tens . . . ten ("and [God] saw that it
was good") appears once in the accounts of the first, fourth, and fifth days; twice in the
accounts of the third and sixth days; and not at all in the second and seventh days. The
refrain p r n ("and it was so") appears once in the accounts of the second and fourth days;
twice in the third day; and does not appear in the first, fifth, sixth, and seventh days. The
divine act of giving names appears in the accounts of the first, second, and third days, but
is absent in the rest. The divine action of blessing appears only in the accounts of the fifth,
sixth, and seventh days. These, and many other elements, which provide for a rich
variation inside the account of Gen 1, are important ingredients in the chapter. In no way
do they indicate that the individual accounts should be taken as independent units in
themselves. Variation here is used, as Gary Smith has said in reference to Amos, "to create
emphasis, to build structure into a pattern, to make comparison, and to break monotony. "2
The fact that the oracle against Israel is part of the series of the "Oracles Against the
Nations" seems strongly indicated by the common introductory formula, rnrr -ck r£j
("thus says YHWH”), and by the same general motivation, [nation] 'a c t rxfxrbs
*Paul, Amos, 76-77.
2Gary Smith, Amos, 42. For some insightful discussion on Gen I see Jacques B.
Doukhan, The Genesis Creation Story: Its Literary Structure, AUSDDS, no. 5 (Berrien
Springs, MI: Andrews University Press, 1978), 35-80; and Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis
I-15, WBC, vol. 1 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1987), 5-7.
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*b

("for three acts of rebellion/transgressions of [nation], and for four, I

will not restore/return her/it"), which this oracle shares in common with the seven
preceding oracles. As David A. Dorsey has pointed out,1this fact in itself already provides
a very strong indication of the cohesiveness of the entire unit in Amos 1:2-2:16. To the
listener of the prophet there would be no doubt that when the prophet started speaking
against Israel, he was continuing the series of oracles that was being pronounced until then.
The cohesiveness o f the series is also made clear by the fact that the prophet denounces
Israel for some sins, and that he pronounces a judgment upon the nation. This is what he
has been doing all along concerning the other nations.
Again, as Dorsey remarked,2 the unique features found in the oracle against Israel
highlight the special place the northern nation occupies in the series. The listener easily
could come to the conclusion that Israel was the main target of the prophet, and that the
series has reached its final climax with that nation.3
As is seen later,4 the variation in the form of the oracle against Israel is a purposeful
one, not only to convey climax, but also to convey a specific message. While the first
seven oracles were cast in the form of oracles of judgment, the eighth is a lawsuit. In the
address to his target audience, Amos (or YHWH, to be more precise) not only pronounced
judgment upon the Israelite nation, but also engaged himself in a lawsuit with the people of
Israel.
A still different division o f the unit in Amos 1:2-2:16 was proposed by J. A.
Motyer.5 For him, there is a literary unit in Amos l:3-2:3 that concerns the foreign nations
•Dorsey, "Literary Architecture," 306-307.
zibid.
3Cf. also Shalom Paul’s detailed elaboration on the oracle against Israel as the
climax of the series. Paul, Amos, 22-24,76-77.
4Cf. below, 141-148.
5Motyer, Day o f the Lion, 36-37, 49-51.
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and another unit in Amos 2:4-3:2 concerning Judah and Israel. He suggests that Amos
organized his preaching on the basis of human relationships as they appear to the Divine
Observer. First, the prophet addressed the neighboring heathen who did not know God,
and then the elected people who knew God and were therefore much more accountable to
Him than the others, as Amos 3:1-2 indicates.
Motyer’s position, however, seems difficult to sustain due to the fact that the
common patterning of the oracles and the cohesiveness of the themes they deal with argue
against a division based solely on a people’s relationship with God. The indicators, both in
form and content, show that these oracles form an overall unit that cannot be divided into
two distinct pericopes.
Finally some scholars, like Rolland E. Wolfe, Victor Maag, Jan de Waard, and
William A. Smalley, include Amos 3:1-2 as part of the pericope.1 De Waard and Smalley
have especially developed the argumentation for seeing Amos 3:1-2 as the conclusion of the
series of "Oracles Against the Nations." For them, the formula ran nyjrrnK iscq ("listen
to this word”) begins the last segment of the section of Amos 1:3-3:2, which deals with
Israel's special guilt among the nations. They pointed out other instances when, for them,
this formula is used at the beginning of a concluding section (in Amos 4 :1 it would start the
last segment of Amos 3:3-4:3, which is about the prophet’s role and commission; and in
Amos 7:16 it would start the last segment of the Amaziah episode in Amos 7:1-8:3, which
deals with the prophet’s own experiences).? They further argued that Amos 3:1-2, in
itself, parallels the entire Amos 1:2-2:16 in an inverse order. The prophet started
addressing God's people (both Judah and Israel), the last ones in Amos 1-2; then made
references to all the families of the earth, paralleled in Amos 1-2 by the six foreign nations
1Rolland Emerson Wolfe, Meet Amos and Hosea, the Prophets o f Israel (New
York: Harper & Brothers, 1945), 12-19; Viktor Maag, Text, Wortschatz urtd Begriffswelt
des Buches Amos (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1951), 4-13; de Waard and Smalley, Translator’s,
193, 200-201; Smalley, "Recursion," 123.
?De Waard and Smalley, Translator's, 193; Smalley, "Recursion," 123.
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mentioned there; then concluded with a word of judgment, which parallels the word of
judgment in Amos 1:2.1
The main objection to the proposal above is that the formula rrtrt TyTrrr» iscn
("listen to this word"), in Amos 3:1, seems to introduce a new section rather than to close
the previous one. The formula occurs many times in the prophets as a standard
introduction to their m e ssa g e .2 It is frequently found at the beginning of a literary unit,
though it is not restricted to this usage, as Yair Hoffmann has demonstrated.3 It can also
be found in the middle of a literary unit, as a device designated to create the impression of a
new beginning; or at the beginning of a quotation, no matter when the quotation appears in
the unit.4 In Amos 3, however, it seems to start a new literary unit, for it provides a major
break from the regular pattern o f the "Oracles Against the Nations," as David A. Dorsey
has pointed out.* The breaking of the pattern is so pronounced that an audience could
easily perceive a new beginning. The prophetic call to listen seems to be also the most
common device to introduce a new literary unit in the book o f Amos, as it appears at the
beginning of four of the seven units of the book.® The impression of a new beginning is
heightened by usage of the formula rrrrrtc ("oracle of YHWH") in Amos 2:16. This
•De Waard and Smalley, Translator’s, 200-201.
2See, e.g„ Isa 1:2; 7:13; 36:13;49:1;51:1; Jer 7:2; 10:1; l l : l ; 17:20; 19:3; 21:11;
22:2; Ezek 13:2; 25:3; Hos 5:1; Joel 1:2; Mic 1:2; 3:1; 6:1.
3Yair Hoffmann, "inpan p ita ‘nrrra mnnoi:’ txd 'td prarh," [On the Usage of
Two 'Opening Formulas' in the Bible] Tarbiz 46 (1977): 157-180.
4Ibid., 163-167.
5Dorsey, "Literary Architecture," 308-310.
6These units are: Amos 3:1-15; 4:1-12; 5:1-17; 8:4-9:15. The other three units that
do not start with the call to listen are Amos 1:2-2:16, which starts with a consecutive form
of
("to say, speak"); Amos 5:18-6:14, which starts with the woe formula'In ("woe!”);
and Amos 7:1-8:3, which starts with a formula of a vision report rrsr T tk '*nri nb ("thus
the Lord YHWH showed me"). Cf. ibid., 306-323 for a detailed discussion.
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oracular formula is frequently used to mark the conclusion of a prophetic discourse in the
OT.i as it seems to be the case here.2
In summary, there is a cluster of aurally-oriented indications that signal that the
series of the "Oracles Against the Nations" stops at Amos 2:16, and that a new unit starts at
Amos 3:1. Since, as already discussed above, the series seems to start at Amos 1:2, it can
then be said that the pericope known as "Oracles Against the Nations" encompasses the
verses found in Amos 1:2-2:16.
The M T Text of Amos 1:2*2:16
The present research into the text of Amos 1:2-2:16 is based on the MT text as it
appears in the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia.3 The frill Hebrew text is provided with an
English translation that incorporates most of the insights into the text gained throughout the
dissertation. Only a concise evaluation of this text is made here, while a detailed study of
the MT text of Amos 1:2-2:16 and its main textual variants and some modem emendations
is supplied as an appendix to this dissertation.
iCf. Isa 3:15; 54:17; Jer 1:19; 12:17; 15:9; 32:44; 49:6; Ezek 12:28; 14:11,23;
15:8; 24:14; 32:32; 39:29; Hos 11:11; Obad 4; Hag 2:9; Zech 3:10. The formula however
is not restricted to the conclusion of a prophetic saying or discourse, and it is also used in
the midst o f it, as a reminder of the divine speaker. See, e.g„ Isa 1:24; 14:22; 17:3; 19:4;
30:1; 55:8; Jer 2:9; 17:24; 31:33; Ezek 11:8; Joel 2:12; Obad 8; Mic 4:6; Zeph 1:10. It can
also be used at the beginning of a oracle, introducing the divine message; see e.g., Jer 4:9;
5:18; 7:32; 8:1; 9:25; 16:14; 19:6; 30:8; Amos 9:13. For more discussion and a
bibliography on this formula, see Leonard J. Coppes, "ne (n«'i£m) Utterance," TWOT
(1980), 2:541-542; D. Vetter, "DC n '’um Ausspruch," 77*47(1984), 2:1-3; H. Eising,
"pcn*'am ," 7WA7(I986), 5:119-123.
ZThe next time this oracular formula appears again in the book is in Amos 3:15, just
prior to another call to listen in Amos 4:1. Tins call in chap. 4 corresponds to the
beginning o f the third literary unit of the book, i.e., Amos 4:1-12.
3K. Elliger and W. Rudolph, eds., Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, 2d ed.
(Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1983), 1015-1018.
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1:2 And he said:
"YHWH roars from Zion, and from
Jerusalem He utters His voice;
the pastures of the shepherds
moum/wither<a), and the top of the
Carmel dries up."
3 Thus says YHWH:
"Tor three rebellions/
transgressions^) of Damascus, and
for four, I will not restore/retumW
her/it; for they threshed Gilead
with sledges of iron.
4
So I will send fire upon the house
of Hazael, and it will consume the
fortresses o f Ben-Hadad.
3
I will break the bar of Damascus; I
will destroy the inhabitants/ruler<<h
from Biq'at-Awen and the one
holding tne scepter from BethEden; the people of Aram will go
into exile to Qir,"
says YHWH.
6 Thus says YHWH:
"For three rebellions/
transgressions^) of Gaza, and for
four, I will not restore/retumte)
her/it; for they took into exile
an entire population in order to
deliver them over to Edom.
7
So I will send fire upon the wallsW
of Gaza, and it will consume her
fortresses.
8
I will destroy the inhabitants/
rulerfd) from Ashdod and the one
holding the scepter from Askeion; I
will turn My hand against Ekron;
and the remnant of the Philistines
will perish,"
says the Lord YHWH.
9 Thus says YHWH:
"For three rebellions/
transgressions^) of Tyre, and for
four,I will not restore/retumCc)
her/it; for they delivered over
an entire population to Edom and
did not remember the covenant of
brothers.
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So I will send fire upon the walls(e)
of Tyre, and it will consume her
fortresses."

11 Thus says YHWH:
"For three rebellions/
transgressions^) of Edom, and for
four, I will not restore/return^)
him(0/it; for he pursued his
brother with the sword and
destroyed his w om enfolks his .
anger tore perpetually and his
wrath kept forever.
12
So I will send fire upon Teman,
and it will consume the fortresses
of Bozrah."

rfotjn

nyira or TSTbOi 10
‘ ' a " :.Trtb“w
nirr ng* nb 11

in-d$ nb -p?-tn*bm crrn 'pOa rt^xrbo

rtjrn nnOi Yrrn t t q isTrba

:n^ rrjptS irrpm *an "mb *ptn
ntnTn rroni ©;ra on ’nnboi '12
3

13 Thus says YHWH:
'Tor three rebellions/
transgressions(b) of Ammonites,
and for four, I will not
restore/retumtc) them(M/it; for
they ripped open the pregnant
women of Gilead in order to
extend their borders."
14
So I will set fire on the wallsto of
Rabbah and it will consume her
fortresses, amid alarm in the day of
battle, amid storm in the day of
tempest
15
Their king will go into exile, he
and his princes together,”
says YHWH.

n y r -rjn nb 13
in 'O n nb np3nn*bpi p & r 'p 'pOa nybcrbp
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i5
2 ~ :rrirr ncn

2:1 Thus says YHWH:
"For three rebellions/
transgressions^) of Moab, and for
four, I will not restore/retumtc)
him(0/it; for he burned the
bones of the king of Edom to lime.
2
So I will send fire upon Moab and
it will consume the fortresses o f
Kerioth, and Moab will die amid
uproar, amid alarm, amid sound of
trumpet
3
I will destroy the judge from
its midst and I will slay all its
princes with him,”
says YHWH.

mrr ~ct* nb 2:1
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4 Thus says YHWH:
"For three rebellions/
transgressions®) of Judah, and for
four, I will not restore/return®)
her/it; for they despised the
Law of YHWH and His statutes
they did not keep. Their lies led
them astray, the ones which their
fathers went after.
5
So I will send fire upon Judah, and
it will consume the fortresses of
Jerusalem.”
6 Thus says YHWH:
"For three rebellions/
transgressions®) of Israel, and for
four, I will not restore/retum®)
her/it; for they sell the righteous for
silver, and the poor for a pair of
sandals.
7
They that pant after the dust of the
earth which is on the head of the
powerless and turn aside the way
of the humble.
Everyd) man and his father go to
the GirlQ) in order to profane My
Holy Name.
8
Upon garments taken in pledge,
they stretch out beside every altar,
ana wine of those who have been
fined, they drink in the house of
their godsd).
9
Yet I destroyed the Amorite before
them, whose height was as the
height of the cedars, and he was
strong as the oaks. I destroyed his
fruit above, and his roots bellow.
10
And I brought you up from the
land of Egypt, and led you forty
years in the desert, to possess the
land of the Amorite.
11
And I raised up some of your sons
for prophets, and some of your
young men for Nazirites.
Is it not so, children o f Israel?"
Oracle o f YHWH.
12
"But you made the Nazirites drink
wine, and unto the prophetsyou
commanded them, saying: ’Do not
prophesy.'
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13

Thus, I am making it shake/
cleavedn) underneath you, as a cart
shakes/cleaves when it is full of
cut grain.
14
Flight will fail the swift, the strong
will not strengthen his power, the
warrior will not save his life,
15
the archer will not stand, the swift
of foot will not save himself, the
horseman will not save his life,
IS
and the stout of heart among the
warriors will flee naked on that
day."
Oracle of YHWH.

cp'irtn p'so ony nrr i s
-.•Vos rib nkbon nbisn p'Vn t0&?
■Jib rb s ^ V p rm bpo oiaj •Q«f 14
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a

:rnrr~Dc

Notes on the English Translation
(a) The root ban here may mean either "to mourn" (b3« I) or "wither, dry up" (*75?

n).
tb» The word 20s may mean acts of rebellion or transgression of some specific
norm(s).1
(c) m-OR seems to be used here in a "Janus parallelism," referring at the same time
both to the nation addressed in the oracle (hence, "restore her/them/him"), as well as to the
divine judgment that follows (hence, "return it").2
(d) 3 j~ may refer either to the inhabitants of the area specified in the oracle, in a

collective sense, or to its Aramean ruler, in parallelism with the cop fn'in ("one holding the
scepter") of the next colon.
(e) rajtn taken here in a collective sense, hence "walls."
(0 The suffix is translated "him” here in order to agree with the usage o f the third
masculine singular in the oracle.
(*) rpqn understood here as speaking of "womenfolk" (as in c*n?nT cnr [”a young
woman or two"] of Judg 5:30) instead o f "compassions" (corn )»as h is usually
translated. Shalom Paul has discussed at length the issue, showing the difficulties in
t See discussion below, 228-235.
2See above, 61-62.
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maintaining the com m on understanding, since the piel rn0 ("to destroy, wipe out") is

totally unattested in connection with human emotions.1
CWThe suffix masculine singular taken as collective for fEa-'ra ("Ammonites”),
hence "them.”
c>)jtk here seems to imply the distributive idea, hence "every man" instead of "a
man. ”2
O') r n ^ r i ta k e n a s a r e f e r e n c e to a s p e c if ic id o l a n d n o t to " a m a id e n , g ir l" in
g e n e r a l .)
CO nrrfak translated

as referring to idols and not to YHWH.4

Cm) The verb pin is an hapax legomenon whose meaning is uncertain. The only

thing sure about it is that its meaning can express a phenomenon, a kind of action, that can
be related to a cart loaded with grain. There is a growing tendency to see in the imagery of
a loaded cart a metaphor for an earthquake. As a cart loaded with newly cut grain could
shake, groan, and even split open, so would YHWH shake the earth and cleave it beneath
the Israelites, in His judgment against that nation.)
•Paul, Amos, 64-65. See especially his reference to the Semitic cognate word for
"young woman" in the Moabite r a n and Ugaritic rfjm.
The LXX has icai eXu|iiivaTo (j.qTpai' (or pTyrepa) em yijs ("and he harmed
womb/s [or ’mother/s’] upon the earth/land”), seemingly reading in r n m the substantive
a n ("womb”), which is also a possibility. The addition of em. yfj? ("upon the
earth/land”) seems to point out that LXX probably understood this verse on the light of the
oracle against Ammon, and saw in the verse a reference to pregnant women rather than to
women in general.
2See discussion below, 270.
3See discussion below, 269-270.
4See discussion below, 273.
5See the argumentation for the imagery o f an earthquake in Harmuth Gese, "Kleine
Beitrage zum Verstandnis des Amosbuches," V T 12 (1962): 417-424; H. P. Muller, "Die
Wurzeln “
y q, y'q und “u q," VT 21 (1971): 556-564; Rudolph, Amos, 148-149; Gary
Smith, Amos, 90-91.
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The Text of Amos 1:2-2:16
An Evaluation
For the most part, the Hebrew text of MT in the book of Amos is well preserved
and contains a very small number of problematic passages.1 In Amos 1:2-2:16, only in
two occurrences could a strong case be made in favor of a variant reading represented in the
ancient versions. The first one is Amos 2:7, for the reading o f 'f o I ("to crush") instead of
MT Ei«9 ("to gasp/pant for" or "to snap/set traps"), on the basis o f LXX to traToutrra
("the ones treading/tram p ling"), Tg MS Berlin Or fol 2 T'S^H ("who crush/pulverize"), and
Pesh v- r . t t d'dayyesin ("who tread down/trample"). The second one is Amos 2:15, for
the reading of the niphal tfx? ("he will be saved") instead of the piel dx)' ("he will save
[himselfyhis soul]”) on the basis of the passive form found in LXX (Siaaoj&rj [”he will be
saved"]), Tg (a rra '/T rn z r ["he will be saved"]), and Pesh (pcr^aiu, ne(p*se’ ["he will
be saved”]). In these two cases, however, the MT provides a good and logical text, which
can, with good probability, still represent the original reading of the text.? No emendation
is then proposed to the text of MT. As Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman had
already noticed, "no serious alternative" could be found to it.3

The Literary Structure
Three elements have generally attracted scholarly attention in the discussion on the
structure of the series of the "Oracles Against the Nations": The geographical location of the
nations referred to; their interrelationship in terms of blood ties; and some specific literary
connections between the oracles on the basis of similar catchwords, phrases, and ideas.
'See the discussion on the MT text of Amos in Harper, Amos and Hosea, clxxiii;
Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 139-141; and Gary Smith, Am os, 5-6.
?See the appendix below, 313-317,320-321. See the entire appendix for a detailed
discussion on the main variants to the MT text of Amos 1:2-2:16, and on some modem
textual emendations to this text.
3Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 139.
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Geographical Location
An emphasis, by some scholars, on the geographical location o f the nations gained
a certain momentum after the publication of A. Bentzen’s ideas on the background of the
"Oracles Against the Nations." He proposed that it reflects a religious ritual similar to that
of the Egyptian execration texts.1 in pronouncing judgment upon the Syro-Palestinian
nations, the prophet Amos jumps from one comer of the map to the other, as is done in the
Egyptian execration texts. He starts with the northeast (Aram), then jumps to the
southwest (land of the Philistines), next the northwest (Phoenicia), then goes to the
southeast (Edom, Ammon, Moab); and finally he strikes at the center (Judah and Israel).?
Bentzen’s suggestion, which has been accepted by a number of scholars,3 yields a
crisscross pattern (a kind of chiastic pattern on the basis of the geographical progression of
the series) in which Judah and Israel are at the center of all:
3. Tyre (Amos 1:9-10)

I. Aram (Amos 1:3-5)
8. Israel (Amos 2:6-16)
7. Judah (Amos 2:4-5)

2. Philistia (Amos 1:6-8)

4/5/6. Edom, Ammon, Moab (Amos
1:11-2:3)

The Interrelationship Between
the Nations
The interrelationship between the nations that is addressed in the series of oracles
has attracted the attention of some scholars. Wilhelm Rudolph noticed that the first three
nations (Aram, Philistia, and Phoenicia), which were addressed through references to their
leading cities, were unrelated genetically with Israel, while the next four (Edom, Ammon,
•Bentzen, "Ritual Background,” 85-99.
?Ibid., 90-91.
3See Kapelrud, Central Ideas, 19-20; Hammershaimb, Amos, 21; McKeating,
Amos, 14; Koch and Collaborators, Amos, 1:246-247,2:73; Spreafico, "Amos,” 150-151;
Amsler, "Amos,” 171; Martin-Achard and Re'emi, God's People, 16.
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Moab, Judah) are related to Israel by blood ties.1 This denotes, for Rudolph, a 3 + 4 (= 7)
structure, a numerical pattern that is constantly repeated in the introduction of each oracle.
The prophet's intention was to draw closer and closer to Israel, in order to arrive at the
inexorable climax, the condemnation of Israel itself, in the final oracle of the series.2
Ambrogio Spreafico and Thomas J. Finley favorably viewed Rudolph's proposal, although
they contended that the interrelationship of these nations represents only one of the
elements upon which the structure of the passage was built.3 Rudolph's 3 + 4 pattern can
be schematized as follows:
•Damascus (Syria)
3
Unrelated

*Gaza (Philistia)

*Edom
+

•Tyre (Phoenicia)

4
Related

•Ammon

I Climax: Israel

*Moab
•Judah

Roy L. Honneycutt also stressed the element of relationship, not between the
nations themselves but between the eight nations of the series and God. For him, the series
was built in concentric circles: first the prophet addressed the nations outside the boundary
of God's special revelatory process that were around Israel (in an encircling movement);
then he closes up the small circle of those that are inside this boundary, first Judah and
finally Israel, his target.4 This represents a 6+2 pattern that can be schematized as shown
in fig. 1:
'Rudolph, Amos, 123, 128-129.
2Ibid.
3Spreafico, ’’Amos," 151; Finley, Amos, 136. Spreafico stressed mainly the
geographical progression of the oracles with its crisscross pattern, but he also agreed that
there is a progression in relationship as the prophet gets closer and closer to Israel. Finley
considered that Rudolph's suggestion is to be combined with Shalom Paul’s remarks on
the concatenous pattern of the series.
4Honeycutt, Amos, 19.
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Damascus

Tyre
Israel

Ammon

Judah

Moab
Edom

Gaza

Fig. 1. God’s Revelatory Circle.

Literary Connection
The third element, the literary connection between the oracles, com m ands the
attention of a good number of scholars today. Shalom Paul pointed out the concatenous
pattern on which the "Oracles Against the Nations” were apparently built. For him, each
oracle was tied together to the next one through similar catchwords, phrases, and ideas,
common only to the two units in the series contiguous to one another.1
The oracle against Damascus was tied to the oracles against Gaza and the other
Philistine cities through the common sentence

. . jQ

odd "[Dim . . j D dot Trom ("I will

destroy the inhabitants/ruler from . . . and the one holding the scepter from ..." ) which
occurs in vss. 5 and 8 of Amos 1. The oracle against the Philistine cities and the oracle
against Tyre were tied together through the reference of delivering a large population in
exile to Edom in vss. 6 and 9. Tyre and Edom were related through the common reference
to "brother" in vss. 9 and 11; Edom and Ammon, through the reference to crimes
committed by the "sword" (implied in the oracle against Ammon), especially in reference to
atrocities committed against women Cr$rn in vs. 11 translated as "his womenfolk").
Another possible connection between Edom and Ammon may be found in the "sound” link
between Tin ("sword") in vs. 11 and j r r . ' ("to extend") in vs. 13. Ammon and Moab
■Shalom Paul, "Amos I:3-2:3: A Concatenous Literary Pattern," JBL 90 (1971):
397-403; idem, Amos, 13-15.
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were related through the common reference to "battle cries” (rumra) and kings and princes
in vss. 14-15 of chap. 1 and vss. 1-3 in chap. 2. The oracle against Judah is not
interconnected with any other, and likewise the oracle against Israel. A climax seems to
have been reached in the oracle against Judah, since it was not connected with any other,
and since it is the seventh one (number seven in the OT represents totality, climax,
completion). The prophet, however, added the real climax, the oracle against Israel,
probably catching his audience by surprise, for they could have believed that he was
finished after the seventh oracle. Amos uses the alternative pattern of 7 + I, which Paul
argued was also common in the OT and in ANE.1 Thomas J. Finley and David A. Dorsey
supported Shalom Paul's conclusions.2 James Limburg also argued for a 7 + I pattern in
the series on the basis of his own investigation of the usage of such a pattern in the book of
Amos.3 The 7 + 1 pattern proposed by Shalom Paul can be represented as follows:
IIbid., 22-24.
2Cf. Finley, Amos, 134-136; Dorsey, "Literary Architecture," 307-308.
3James W. Limburg, "Sevenfold Structures in the Book of Amos," JBL 106
(1987): 220-222; idem, Hosea-Micah, 90. The other examples Limburg pointed out are:
seven rhetorical questions in Amos 3:3-7, followed by the climax in vs. 8: "the lion has
roared, who will not fear? The Lord God has spoken, who can but prophesy?"; the list of
seven verbs in the imperative or its equivalent in Amos 4:4-5 (come, transgress, multiply,
bring, offer, proclaim, publish) succeeded by the punch line "for so you love to do, O
People of Israel”; the list of seven verbs in the first person with c? ("you” plural) suffix
forms (I gave you, I withheld from you, I smote you, I sent among you, I slew . . . your
young men, I made a stench go up in your camp, I overthrew some of you) in Amos 4:612, after which comes the climactic saying "therefore, thus I will do to you, O Israel;
because I will do this to you, prepare to meet your God, O Israel!"; the call for justice in
Amos 5:21-24, which lists seven things the Lord does not like (feasts, solemn assemblies,
burnt offerings, cereal offerings, peace offerings, noise of songs, melody of harps) and
then concludes with the call "but let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness Hire an
ever-flowing stream"; the customary actions of the people described, in Amos 6:4-6, by
seven verbs (lie, stretch, eat, sing, invent, drink, anoint) followed by the climactic
statement "but are not grieved over the ruin of Joseph"; the list of seven punishing acts of
the Lord (I will slay, my hand shall take, I will bring them down, I will search out, I will
take them, I will command, I will command), in Amos 9:1-4, which is concluded by the
general statement "I will set my eyes upon them for evil and not for good."
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(179 rra jq D30 13'fn ( m w i ) n csjr 'Frprn
("I will destroy the inhabitants/ruler from [Biq‘at-Awen] and
the one holding the scepter from [Beth-Eden]”)

(1:5) Aram

4.
ts )5 030 Tnirn (-rnoK)o
Trprn
(1:8) cspr
Gaza
("I will destroy the inhabitants/ruler from [Ashdod] and the
one holding the scepter from [Askelon]”)
nviKb Tjonb nqbo rafa cr.fa.3~b9
("for they took into exile an entire population in order to
deliver them over to Edom”)

( 1:6)

crt»b nqbo rrfa tryjcrrbs
("for they delivered over an entire population to Edom")

(1:9) Tyre

crrm m 3 r o t abn
("and did not remember the covenant of brothers”)
rna
("his brother")
ro rn rreri vna 2733 •a~rrb9
("for he pursued his brdther’with a sword and
destroyed his womenfolk")
Tsfan whn C9p3~b9
("for they ripped open the pregnant women of Gilead")

(1

(2

(3

(1:9)
(1:11) Edom

(4

( 1:1 1 )

(1:13) Ammon

(5

(vs. 15) r~£j .c^bc ,(vs. 14) n s r r o
("amid alarm” [vs. 14]), ("their king, his princes" [vs. 15])

(1:14-15)

(vs. 3) 1779 ,(vs. 2) rwrira ,(vs. 1) n b n
("king o f’ [vs. 1]), ("alarm" [vs. 2]), ("its princes" [vs. 3])

(2:1-3) Moab

(6

Unique

(2:4-5) Judah

(7

Unique

(2:6-16) Israel

(8

An important contribution to the discussion on the literary connection between the
oracles of Amos 1-2 was made by James M. Ward. He noticed that the eight oracles in
Amos 1-2 can be classified into two types: Type A and Type B. Type A oracles have an
emphasis on the divine judgment. The indictment in these oracles is composed of one line
in Hebrew (or two lines, if one takes the phrase "for three . . . and for fo u r. . . " as part of
the indictment and not only as an introductory formula as Ward does), while the judgment
has three lines. Type B oracles have an emphasis on the divine indictment. Here the
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indictment has two lines (or three lines, for the same reason as above), while the
punishment has only one line. According to this criterion, one can observe that the oracles
in Amos 1-2 were grouped in the following pairs: Aram and Philistia (type A); Tyre and
Edom (type B); Ammon and Moab (type A); Judah and Israel (type B). The last oracle, the
one against Israel, represents for Ward an expanded type B in which the indictment was
very much enlarged.1 This provides a pattern of AA-BB-AA-BB for the series. Ward’s
proposal was well accepted by scholars such as John Hayes, Francis I. Andersen, David
N. Freedman, and Gary V. Smith.2 It can be schematized as follows:
Pattern A

Pattern B

1. Damascus (1:3-5)
2. Philistia (1:6-8)
3. Tyre (1:9-10)
4. Edom (1:11-12)
5. Ammon (1:13-15)
6. Moab (2:1-3)
7. Judah (2:4-5)
8. Israel (2:6-16)
Duane L. Christensen argued for a 3 + 4 structure in which there are three pairs of
oracles with identical prosodic structure (Aram-Philistia, Tyre-Edom, Ammon-Moab),
followed by an oracle against Israel that contains a fourfold indictment (while the other
oracles contain only one indictment). In order to achieve a strict poetic balance between the
pairs, and to arrive at the number of three pairs followed by the oracle against Israel,
Christensen needed to cut out all that he considered to be textual conflation and expansion
in the oracles, and to eliminate the oracle against Judah from the series.^ Christensen
structured the series as follows:
■Ward, Am os & Isaiah, 94-99.
2Hayes, Am os, 51; Andersen and Freedman. Amos, 210; Gary Smith, Amos, 3940.
3Duane L.Christensen, "The Prosodic Structure of Amos 1-2," HTR 67 (1974):
427-436; idem. Prophecy and War, 65-71.
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I
Oracle Against Aram-Damascus (1:3-5)!
[1:1:1] Indictment: "They threshed Gilead with threshers”
Announcement of Punishment:
1:1]
I will send fire to consume them
1:1]
I will remove their rulers
1:1]
I will return the people of Aram to Kir
Oracle Against Philistia (1:6-8)

[ 1:1:1] Indictment: "They exiled an ally"
Announcement of Punishment:
I will send fire to consume them
[ 1:1]
I will remove their rulers
1:1
I wiil destroy what remains of Philistia
1:1
n
Oracle Against Tyre (1:9-10)
[1:1:: 1:1] Indictment: ’They violated the 'covenant of brothers’"
[1:1] Punishment: I will send fire to consume them
Oracle Against Edom (1:11-12)
[1:1::1:1] Indictment: "He violated his kinship obligations"
[1:1] Punishment: I will send fire to consume them
m
Oracle Against Ammon (1:13-15)
[1:1:1] Indictment: "They ripped open pregnant women o f Gilead”
Announcement of Punishment:
[1:1]
I will send fire to consume them
[1:1::1:1]
Ammon will be defeated and go to exile
Oracle Against Moab (2:1-3)
[1:1:1] Indictment: "He burned a human sacrifice to a demon"
Announcement of Punishment:
[1:1]
I will send fire to consume them
[l:l::l:l]
Moab will be defeated and decimated
<[1:1] means a bicolon, [1:1:1} atricolon, and [1:1::1:1] a quatrain.
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IV
Oracle Against Israel (2:6-16)
1. Indictment (vss. 6-8): They have perverted justice by
[ l:l::l:l/l:l]
Enslaving the poor
[prose] ?
Committing promiscuous intercourse with bond servants
[1:1]
Abusing the right of pledge and fines
2. Recitation of Magnalis Dei (vss. 9-11)
[ 1:1:: 1:1]
The Conquest: I destroyed the Amorites
[prose] ?
The Exoaus: I brought you out of Egypt and through
the wilderness
[1:1]
The "Judges”: I raised up prophets and Nazirites
[rubric]
“Is it not so, O people of Israel?"
3. Indictment Resumed (vs. 12): You have rejected the authority and the power
of YHWH
[1:1:1]
You corrupted the Nazirites and silenced the prophets
4. Announcement of Judgment (vss. 13-16)
[1:1:1]
I will make a "shaking (?)"
[2(1:1:1)]
Israel will panic at the theophany of the Divine Warrior
[prose] ?
"the bravest of her warriors will flee naked in that day"
Another interesting contribution was made by Jan de Waard and William A.
Smalley. For them, the series was built into a chiastic structure covering Amos 1:2-3:2, in
which the balancing parts treat the same themes.1 Their structure was organized as
follows:
A. Word Spoken Against You

1:2

B. Families of the Earth
Damascus
Gaza
Tyre
Edom
Ammon
Moab

I:3-2:3

C. Family Brought Up From Egypt
Judah
Israel

2:4-1la

D. Oh Sons of Israel

2:1 lb

>De Waard and Smalley, Translator's, 200-201.
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A

E. Word Spoken Against You

2:12-16

A’

E'. Word Spoken Against You

3:1a

D \ Oh Sons of Israel

3:1b

C \ Family Brought Up From Egypt

3:Ic-2a

B'. Families of the Earth

3:2b

A’. Word Spoken Against You

3:2c

Paul R. Noble also organized the series according to its themes. He further added
the insights presented by James Ward on the two patterns o f oracles of the series (which
Noble designated as long [L] and short [S]). He also followed Andersen and Freedman’s
suggestion that the oracle against Israel consists of only Amos 2:6-8, and that Amos 2:9-12
concerns both Judah and Israel. Contrary to Andersen and Freedman, however, who have
considered Amos 2:13-16 as referring also to both Israel and Judah, Noble applied the final
verses of the series to all eight nations addressed in Amos 1-2. • He proposed the
following structure:
Oracles Concerning the Nations (Amos 1:3-2:16)
a. Concerning the non-Yahwistic nations (l:3-2:3)
Aram (1:3-5)
[L]
Philistia (1:6-8)
L
Tyre (1:9-10)
S
Edom (1:11-12)
S
Ammon (1:13-15)
L
Moab (2:1-3)
L
b. Concerning the Yahwistic Nations (2:4-13 Ore])
Judah (2:4-5)
Israel (2:6-8)
"Classic" Israel (2:9-12)
c. Concerning all the nations (2:13-16)
!Noble, "Literary Structure,” 218-222. Contrary to Andersen and Freed m an ,
however. Noble considered Amos 2:9-16 as part of the "Oracles Against the Nations," and
not as oracles belonging to an entire new section of the book. Cf. Andersen and
Freedman, Amos, xxviii-xxix, 30-32, 324-327.
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For Moises Chavez, the series was built into a pattern of seven, being that Judah
and Israel are to be taken as one nation for God, under the covenant stipulations.1 For
Charles Hauret, Amos 1-2 is built on the basis of the plain juxtaposition of oracles
constructed in a similar fashion.?
A Combination of Many
Patterns
Finally, there is the proposal that the series of the "Oracles Against the Nations"
reflects many different patterns based on geographical, relational, and literary criteria.
Andrew E. Steinmann argued for four interlocking patterns that can be observed in the
series. First, in a geographical progression, the nations alternate between those that border
Israel and those that border Judah. As they alternate, they move closer to Israel and
Judah’s common border (Damascus and Tyre were on Israel's extreme northern border;
Gaza and Edom were on Judah's extreme southern border; Ammon was further south on
Israel's eastern flank; Moab was further north on Judah's eastern flank; Judah and Israel
shared a common border). The second pattern concerns the manner in which the nations
were addressed: the first three, by their leading city-states (Damascus, Gaza, Tyre); the
next three, by their national identities (Edom, Ammon, Moab); Judah and Israel were
addressed as nations with a special relationship with YHWH. The third pattern correspond
to the balancing pairs of oracles (as shown by Ward above), according to their emphasis on
either indictment or punishment The fourth and final pattern is the concatenous chain
which extends over the first six oracles of the series, but leaves Judah and Israel out,
indicating thereby the special character of these two nations.3
'Chdvez, Modelo de oratorio, 40. Thomas J. Finley {Amos, 136) also expressed
a similar view, as one of the possibilities for the structure of the series.
?Hauret, Amos et Osee, 19.
3Andrew E. Steinmann, "The Order of Amos's Oracles Against the Nations: 1:32:16," JBL 111 (1992): 683-689.
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Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman also recognized a multiplicity of
patterns in Amos 1-2. The main patterns they observed were: (1) the 3//3 + 1 = 4 pattern (3
oracles against a leading city [Damascus, Gaza, Tyre]; 4 oracles against nations [Edom,
Ammon, Moab, Judah] before the concluding oracle against Israel);! (2) the sequence of
the balanced pairs of oracles, according to Ward's presentation, which results in an AABB-AA-BB pattern;2 (3) a 7 + 1 pattern, on the basis o f the ancient tradition of seven local
enemies of Israel with the addition of an eighth oracle, the one against Israel itself.3
Evaluation of the Proposals
The crisscross pattern provided by the geographical progression has suffered the
criticism o f a number of scholars. Hans W. Wolff criticized the comparison between the
"Oracles Against the Nations” and the Egyptian execration texts by showing that there are
profound differences between them. These differences are such that they argue against any
influence by an ancient execration ritual, even if indirectly, upon the oracles in Amos 1-2.4
i Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 208.
2Ibid., 202-205, 209-210.
3Ibid., 210-211,214,218. Andersen and Freedman remarked that a tradition of
seven enemy nations goes back to the ancient traditions of the conquest in which the
inhabitants of the Land o f Canaan were identified as seven nations (cf. Deut 7:1). Judah is
included among the seven enemy nations for geopolitical necessity, for, in dealing with the
neighbors of Israel, Amos could not bypass Judah.
4Wolff, Joel and Amos, 145-147. The differences pointed out by Wolff are:
(1) The form of the texts cannot be compared at all. The execration texts are merely
a list of names (of princes, cities, countries, evil powers); they scarcely exhibit a complete
sentence, much less complex oracles such as those that appear in Amos 1-2.
(2) The sequence of the names in the execration texts is considered to be determined
by the compass directions. The arrangement is supposed to have m agiral significance. In
the Egyptian execration texts, it always follows the sequence south-north-west-east, a
sequence that cannot be found in Amos (which is northeast-southwest-northwestsoutheast). Above all, however, no magical conception o f the compass points seems to be
behind the sequence in the lists. The study of Hans Wolfgang Helck (Die Beziehungen
Agyptens zu Vorderasien im 3. und 2. Jahrtausend v. Chr. [Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz,
1962], 62-63) has shown that the sequence of names accords rather with the lines of the
trade routes. The sequence of places is determined not by magical conceptions, therefore,
but by the pattern of road connections.
(3) The reason for the Egyptian execration texts is obvious: those named endanger
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Meir Weiss also criticized the alleged relationship between the Egyptian execration
texts and Amos's "Oracles Against the Nations." He showed that the order south
(Nubians)-north (Asiatics)-west (Libyans )-Egypt (as the last) is always the conventional
sequence in which these nations are listed in all Egyptian documents, magical or otherwise.
He further noticed that the sequence above is only the natural expression o f the Egyptian
system of orientation in general, always starting at the south and then going north, as it is
the way the Nile flows. Hence, the sequence of the nations in Amos has nothing to do
with the geographical sequence of the Egyptian documents. In Amos, the sequence of the
nations constitutes a unique expression, particular to the personal intent o f the prophet. For
Weiss, the only common feature between the text in Amos and the Egyptian execration
texts is that, in these two sources, the order in which the nations are enumerated therein
was not determined by any ritual or literary pattern.!
For James Nogalski, the attractive geographical crisscross pattern is complicated by
the sequence of the oracles against Edom, Ammon, and Moab, which are usually
Egyptian interests. Potential and actual rebels and antagonistic forces, at home and abroad,
are to be expurgated. This single, self-evident purpose is made manifest by the general,
summarizing notices on rebellion given in the conclusion, after the list of names. In
contrast to this, specific crimes are named in each oracle in Amos. Moreover, the crimes
are not presented as violations of Israelite political interest, but as violations of YHWH’s
will.
(4) Similarly, the threat against the native population (the Israelites) is also of a
wholly different sort than that in the execration texts. It is YHWH’s will, rather than the
interest of the political establishment, which is decisive. Furthermore, in Egypt, only
individual domestic rebels and destructive powers are exorcised, just as are the foreign
ones. But in Amos, all Israel stands under the threat, without any possibility of escape
(Amos 2:14-16). This clearly indicates how completely different are the representative
presuppositions and intentions of the two sets o f texts.
(5) Finally, the perspectives on the functions of the human actions and of the deity
are completely different in Amos and in the Egyptian execration texts. In the ritual of
execration, humans attempt to shape the course of world events. Amos announces the
sovereign activity of YHWH. In Egypt, only occasionally were various gods explicitly
invoked and pressed into service; other gods were themselves the target of execrations. In
Israel, YHWH’s omnipotent actions are announced to the people; His word alone governs
Israel and foreign nations alike.
■Meir Weiss, "The Pattern of the 'Execration Texts' in the Prophetic Literature,"
IEJ 19 (1969): 150-157. Cf. also the same criticism in Paul, Amos, 11-12.
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considered the "southeast” comer in the crisscross. Why is Edom, the southernmost of the
three, mentioned first, followed by Ammon, the northernmost, and finally Moab, which
lies in the middle? Such vacillation in the sequence, argued Nogalski, complicates the
pattern unnecessarily if the sequence was'intentional.i
The arguments raised above strongly contradict any notion that the series of oracles
in Amos 1-2 was influenced by, or even actually constituted, a ceremonial ritual of
execration o f Israel's enemies. The fact remains, however, that there is a sequence in the
series. Is it intentional, or is it fortuitous? The complicating factor is the sequence of the
oracles against Edom, Ammon, and Moab. Andrew E. Steinmann's suggestion seems to
have answered the problem in the most satisfactory way, up to this time. The reference
point for the geographical progression was the geographical position of both Israel and
Judah. The sequence in the oracles represented a movement of progressive closing up to
their common border. 2 Edom represented the extreme southeastern border of Judah, in
opposition to Tyre in the extreme northwestern border of Israel. Then the prophet moved
to the east flank of the two nations with Ammon at the east/southeast o f Israel, and Moab at
the east of Judah, reaching thereby the common border between Israel and Judah.3
iNogalski, Literary Precursors, 90-91. Nogalski further argued that if a
geographical pattern should be sought, a more consistent pattern could be reached if the
oracles against Tyre, Edom, and Judah were removed from the series. This would provide
a northeast (Damascus)-southwest (Gaza)-southeast (Ammon, Moab)-northwest (Israel)
pattern.
One could ask Nogalski, however, what his reference point is. While one
understands that Damascus is northeast of Israel, Gaza southwest, Ammon and Moab
southeast, Israel herself is northwest of what? Probably the author implies a sequence of
geographical movement, but even so his classification of Israel lacks precision.
Furthermore, the removal of three oracles (considered as secondary on the basis of
arguments highly debatable) destroys what seems to be a clear intention o f the text: the
inclusion o f all the nations in Syro-Palestine.
2Steinmann, "Order,” 687.
^Something similar was proposed by Kaufmann, only his suggestion was that the
sequence was based on an alternative listing of Israel's and Judah's enemies respectively.
Hence first the Arameans, the classical foes o f Israel; then the Philistines, the foes of
Judah; later the Phoenicians, the enemies of Israel; followed by Edomites, the enemies of
Judah; then the Ammonites, the enemies of Israel; and finally Moab, enemies of Judah.
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As for the patterns proposed on the basis of the interrelationship between the
nations, as Rudolph suggests, they seem to provide a good general impression of the
movement o f getting closer and closer to Israel. One cannot, however, stretch much
further than a general impression. Indeed, if the intention was a progressive movement
towards Israel, why does Edom come before Ammon and Moab, since it has closer ties to
Israel than these other two nations? Would not a more logical sequence be Ammon-MoabEdom-Judah? As for Honeycutt's pattern, the effect of encircling Israel, getting closer to
this nation, seems to be evident in the text The criteria o f God’s revelation or
nonrevelation to a nation can be supported by the direct reference to the Law of YHWH in
the oracles against Judah, and the references to specific stipulations of this Law and to the
prophetic ministry in the oracle against Israel.
The patterns based on the literary connection seek textual evidence for the
structuring of the passage. Among these, the patterns proposed by Duane L. Christensen,
Jan de Ward, and William A. Smalley offer some interesting ideas, but seem to rest on
shaky ground. Christensen's precise prosodic structure can be attained only after a deep
reworking of the text He cuts out what he considers to be "additions” to a supposed
original text, and eliminates one entire oracle (against Judah). The basic problem with his
structure lies here, for the classification of the material in Amos as secondary, or a later
addition, is a highly debatable matter, with no agreement within biblical scholarship. While
some, like Hans W. Wolff, James L. Mays, Robert B. Coote, and Alberto Soggin,
consider the book of Amos as a result of a long redactional process, with a multiplicity of
layers added during centuries o f reworking the prophetic material,1 others like Wilhelm
Rudolph, Francis I. Andersen, David Noel Freedman, Gary V. Smith, and Shalom Paul
The point that is common between Steinmann's and Kaufmann’s proposals is that both take
Israel and Judah as the reference point for the progression. Cf. discussion on Kaufmann's
views in Paul, Amos, 12.
tWolff, Joel and Amos, 106-113; Mays, Amos, 12-14; Coote, Amos, 1-134;
Soggin, Am os, 15-18.
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argue that the totality or almost the totality of the book is original, and probably comes from
the hand of the prophet Amos himself, or from someone else very close to him.i This puts
a question mark in Christensen's prosodic structure. It can work only in the restructured
series of oracles suggested by him, but it does not work at all in the text itself as it stands
now.
The chiastic structure proposed by Jan de Waard and William A. Smalley has its
weakness in the fact that it is based solely, on resemblance of themes without a convincing
terminological parallelism to support it. For example, in A and A' ("word spoken against
you”) there is no occurrence o f any single key term common to both sections. The
treatment o f Israel as "you” appears in A' but not in A. It is far from certain that A (Amos
1:2) should be restricted to Israel only, as A' is (in Am. 3:2, children of Israel refers to
both Israel and Judah). On the contrary, Amos 1:2 seems to refer to all the nations that
appear in the series in Amos 1-2. Finally, the only common point between A (Amos 1:2)
and A' (Amos 3:2c) is that both speak of a divine judgm ent Since the theme of a divine
judgment appears throughout the book, it can hardly constitute any ground to establish a
parallelism. Ward and Smalley’s proposal can be questioned further on the basis of their
delimitation of the pericope. As already seen in the discussion of the topic,? Amos 3:1-2
seems rather to belong to another literary unit and not to the series of the "Oracles Against
the Nations."
Paul R. Noble’s structure is highly questionable in its suggestion that Amos 2:9-16
is not part o f the oracle against Israel, and in its further subdivision of these verses in Amos
2:9-12, as addressing the "Gassic" Israel, and Amos 2:13-16, as referring to all the eight
nations of Amos 1-2. His argument is based mainly on two points: (1) that the historical
recital of vss. 9-12 describes events that were part of the history of both Judah and Israel,
■Rudolph, Amos, 100-103; Hayes, Amos, 39; Andersen and Freedman, Amos,
141-144; Gary Smith, Amos, 19-21,40-42,76-79, 101-103, 118, 139-141, 160, 183,
198-199, 221. 232-233, 249-250, 265-266, 277-280; Paul, Am os, 16-27.
2See above, 107-109.
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hence they are not restricted only to the northern kingdom of Israel; (2) that Amos 2:13-16
can not be related with the oracle against Israel once the intervening material of vss. 9-12
had already closed the section that addressed Israel only and had widened the scope of the
prophetic words. Since these final verses make no reference to any nation, city, or
geographical location, contrary to what was commonly done before, it seems preferable to
understand them as applicable to all the nations of the series.
Noble’s arguments cannot stand, however. More than once, OT prophets would
speak of the common past of "Classic Israel" when addressing only northern Israel or
Judah. Hosea, for example, would speak to Ephraim (northern Israel) and say that "like
grapes in the wilderness, I found Israel. Like the first fruit on the fig tree, in its first
season, I saw your fathers. But they came to Baal-Peor, and consecrated themselves to
Baal” (Hos 9:10). There is no hint that Hosea was also addressing Judah in this oracle.
The same seems to be true in Hos 11:1, where the prophet speaks again to Ephraim
(northern Israel) and says "when Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called
My son." In Hos 13:4-6, the prophet recalls again YHWH’s gracious acts of the Exodus
in an oracle addressed to northern Israel. The same happens concerning Judah: prophets
would speak specifically to that nation and recall the common history of "Gassic Israel”
(cf., e.g., Isa 1:2; 5:1-7; 11:24-27; Jer 2:1-3; 7:21-34; 11:1-8; etc.). There seems to be no
reason to deny that in Amos 2:9-12 the prophet Amos could be speaking to northern Israel
only. This impression is ratified by the usage of the first and second persons in these
verses. It is evident that the "you" in these verses refers to the audience of the prophet,
those who were actually listening to him speak (i.e., people from northern Israel). As is
seen below, this direct dialogue between YHWH and the prophet's audience is quite
important in the specific structure of the oracle against Israel, and is one of the evidences
that this oracle was presented in the form of a lawsuit. The historical recital of Amos
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2:9-11, therefore, belongs intrinsically to that oracle and brings it to a new dimension not
observed in the previous ones.
Since the historical recital is not an "intervening material," but an important part of
the structure of the oracle, it cannot be used as an argument to establish the view that the
judgments of Amos 2:13-16 are not related to the indictments of Amos 2:6-8. Rather, as is
seen below, the judgments pronounced in Amos 2:13-16 are intentionally cast against the
background of YHWH’s gracious acts in favor of Israel, and they form the final and
conclusive section of the lawsuit. The fact that these judgments do not conform to the
pattern used in the previous oracles is a poor argument against their connection with the
oracle against Israel. It has already been remarked that variation and deviation of a
common pattern are a frequent method in the OT to indicate climax, and that they are
another important characteristic of the oracle against Israel. >
The proposition of Moisds Chdvez, to take the series as a pattern of seven (by
considering Judah and Israel as one nation only, under the covenant stipulations), goes
against the clear indication that they are taken as two separate entities in the series, by
having two separate oracles. As for Charles Hauret's suggestion, the studies surveyed
above on the structure of Amos 1-2 demonstrate that there is much more in the text than just
a plain juxtaposition of oracles constructed in a similar fashion.
Shalom Paul’s observation that the first six oracles are especially bound together by
the concatenation of some specific catchwords touches an important element in the study of
the structure of the pericope. The oracles against Judah and against Israel are in a certain
sense isolated from the first six oracles, inasmuch as they are not interconnected with the
others through some common catchwords. This can be taken as evidence that they play the
role of climax in the series. First Judah would represent the climax in a series of seven,
iCf. above, 103-106.
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only to be followed by the real climax, the oracle against Israel. This is a 7 + I pattern that,
as James Limburg has demonstrated, is quite frequent in the book of Amos.’
The problematic point in Paul’s suggestion is the connection between the oracle
against Edom and the oracle against Ammon. Contrary to what occurs between the other
oracles, there is no exact word or phrase linking these two. Paul resorts to a conceptual
connection of crimes committed by the sword against women. Is this connection
reasonable? Why should one accept a conceptual connection when the constant principle
that applied for all the others was the linking through similar catchwords and phrases?
Paul's suggestion of a conceptual linking seems to be much stronger when one
pays more attention to the "sound" links in connection with the "meaning” links. As was
already pointed out by Paul, there seems to be a connection between TTtp ("by the sword”)
and rc rn ("his womenfolk") in the oracle against Edom, and nrtn ("pregnant women") and
r m n ("to extend") in the oracle against Ammon. There are close ties in sound and form
between n i p ("by the sword") and Tmrt ("to extend"), suggesting that the act of
extending his territories by Ammon was done by the sword, as Paul proposed. A close
correspondence in sound and form, and even in meaning, can also be seen between rcrn
("his womenfolk”) and nrirt ("pregnant women"). Notice the usage of the labial i ("w”)
and o ("m”) in the two passages (c [”m”] just precedes rrnn ["pregnant women"] as the last
letter of the infinitive with the third masculine plural suffix cspa [’’they ripped open"]), as
well as lingual i ("r"), and the gutturals n ("h”) and n (”b”). More important still is the fact
that crn (orcrn) basically means womb, with the derivative meaning of mercy,
compassion, woman, and that the crime of Ammon of ripping open pregnant women
concerns directly the womb of these women. Hence, both "meaning” and "sound" links
favor the proposition of Paul concerning the connection between the oracles against Edom
and Ammon.
’Limburg, "Sevenfold Structures," 220-222.
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The application of Paul's suggestion on interconnection between the oracles
through specific catchwords or phrases brings out an even more complex picture than the
one he presented. Besides the linking of each oracle to the next one in a concatenous chain,
which points to the patterns of 7 (or 6 + I) and 7 +- 1, as remarked above, there are other
specific connections between the oracles that seem to indicate the usage of other patterns (3
+ 4; 3 + I; etc.) inside the series, as is seen below.
A pattern of 7 + 1 seems to come out also from the remarks of James M. Ward on
the pairing of the oracles in groups of the same kind, A or B. In favor of Ward's proposal,
one could remark further that the type A oracles share the concluding formula "says
YHWH," while type B do not (Ward pointed it out but did not develop the idea much).
Contrary to his interpretation, however, it seems rather difficult to defend that the oracle
against Israel is to be considered as a B type (oracles with an emphasis on the divine
indictment). The oracle against Israel does not only have a much enlarged indictment as
compared with all the previous ones in the series, but it also possesses new elements that
are not found elsewhere, as the historical review of vss. 9-11 and the dialogue interchange
between God and Israel. It further has two oracular formulae "oracle of YHWH” that do
not appear in any other oracle. In view of the profound difference between the oracle
against Israel and the other oracles in the series of the B type (Tyre, Edom, Judah), it
seems better to consider the last oracle of the series in Amos 1-2 as of a different type in
itself, one that could be called the C type (to differentiate it from the A and B types
proposed by Ward). The claim for the uniqueness of the oracle against Israel is supported
by the study on the form of the oracles, to be undertaken n e x t1 One can see that while the
first seven oracles reflect the form of an oracle of judgment, the oracle against Israel reflects
the form of a lawsuit. By correcting Ward’s suggestion in what concerns the oracle against
Israel, one can perceive again a 7 + I pattern in the series, structured under the criterion of
iCf. below, 141-150.
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grouping the oracles into pairs of the same kind (A or B). The pattern would be as
following: AA-BB-AA-B-C.
Finally, Andrew E. Steinmanc, Francis I. Andersen, and David N. Freedman have
contributed an important insight into the structure of the pericope by remarking that more
than one pattern can be perceived in the series. The pattern o f the geographical progression
seems to have been accounted for satisfactorily by Steinmann. The crisscross pattern is
evident, with the focus on Judah and Israel. A 3+4 (or 3//3+1 = 4) pattern followed by a
final oracle seems also to come up from the series through the fact that the first three oracles
address the nations by their leading cities (Damascus, Gaza, Tyre) while the next four refer
to them as national entities (Edom, Ammon, Moab, Judah), before the series concludes
with Israel itself. For the other patterns they pointed out (i.e., the balancing pairs of
oracles of types A and B; and the 7+1 pattern), their value has already been considered in
the previous paragraphs.
A question could be raised, however, if the multiplicity of patterns is a reality in the
text, or is it the artificial result of modem principles of literary studies? On this concern,
the conclusions of the study by Yitshaq Avishur, on the repetition of numbers that indicate
wholeness (3,7, and 10) in the OT and other ANE literature, seem illuminating. He
noticed that when one of the two higher figures (7 or 10) is used as a pattern for
wholeness, a repetition of the smaller number patterns (3 and 7 in case of 10; 3 in case o f
7) usually appears in the passage. To these numbers of wholeness is usually added 1, as a
way to indicate climax (3 + 1 = 4; 6 [3 + 3] + 1 = 7; 7 [3 + 4 {3 + 1}] + 1 = 8; 10 [3 + 3 +
3 + !;o r3 + 7] + l = l l).i Avishur supported his arguments by a large number of
examples, both in biblical and nonbiblical literature.2
■Avishur,

[Patterns], 2-3.

2Ibid., 3-55.
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Following Avishur’s remarks, the interplay in Amos 1-2 seems to be between
patterns of 3 and 7 in their many possible combinations.1 A unique connection can be
perceived between the introductory verse of Amos 1:2 and the oracle against Judah in the
reference to c^qirr ("Jerusalem"). This repetition of "Jerusalem" could have been
understood by the audience as a refrain indicating that the series reached its end with the
oracle against Judah, which would represent a pattern of 7 or 6 + 1, only to hear the series
continue with the oracle against Israel. A 3 + 1 pattern, for example, is used in the
geographical progression, since the alternation is between three neighbors of Israel and
three of Judah, to finally conclude with these two nations. A 3 + 1 pattern can be seen
through the catchword cn $ ("Edom") that appears in four of the first six oracles of the
series (Gaza, Tyre, Edom and Moab). The only two oracles in which Edom is not
mentioned (Damascus and Ammon) are interconnected through the word ~'J~n ("Gilead").
The 3 + 1 pattern can be perceived in the usage of the concluding formula rnrr ■'©* ("says
YHWH") which appears in four oracles (Damascus, Gaza, Ammon, Moab), and a pattern
of 3 can be seen in the expression ..n ... Trqrn ("I will destroy . . . from ..." ) , which
appears in the oracles against Damascus, Gaza, and Moab. A 3 + 1 pattern can also be
discerned between the oracles against Damascus, Gaza. Ammon, and Moab, since they all
have judgment pronounced directly against their kings or leaders ("the one holding the
scepter” in the oracles against Damascus and Gaza; the "king" and "his princes” in the
oracle against Ammon; the "judge” and "his princes" in the oracle against Moab). A 3 + 4
pattern (or 3 // 3 + I = 4) is seen in the way the nations are addressed (leading cities, or
national entities), which would have its climax in Judah, but is then followed by a second
climax with the oracle against Israel. A 6 (3 + 3) + 2 (I + I) pattern can be seen in the
sequence of six oracles against foreign nations followed by 2 oracles against God’s elected
people, being that the first three nations are not related by blood with Judah and Israel
while the last three are. A 6 (3 + 3) + 1 = 7 pattern can be discerned in the pairing of the
•Ibid., 12-13.
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oracle of the same type, and in the concatenous chain that unites the first six oracles and
leaves the seventh out. Here again Judah would be the first climax, only to be followed by
the second and real climax of the series, the oracle against Israel, indicating therefore a 7 +
1 pattern. The 7 + 1 pattern is also evidenced by the usage of judgment form for the first
seven oracles in the series followed by a lawsuit form for the oracle against Israel. A
pattern 7 + 1 is also perceived in the series through the recurrence of elements that are
common to all the oracles and which make of them a unified and organized series, that is:
the introductory formula rnrr ~ck nb ("thus says YHWH”); the introduction to the general
indictment by

[nation] 'sob mfxr'ya (“for three rebellions/

transgressions of [nation] and for four I will not restore/retum her/it”); the preposition bs
("for, because") introducing the specific indictment; the announcement of judgment
introduced by the theme of sending or setting fire—ok THsmVnrfxh ("I will send/set fire”),
followed by the reference to the destruction of the fortifications—rfpoK)
rrizr» ("and will consume the fortresses").
The Structure of the "Oracles
Against the Nations”
On the basis of the remarks above, the overall structure of the passage seems to
follow a 7 + 1 pattern, as evidenced by the sequence of elements common to them all, by
the concatenous chain of catchwords, by the pairing of oracles of the same type, and by the
form of the oracles in the series. In the combination of all these elements, an A-A’-B-B’C-C-D-E pattern can be proposed, in which the first six oracles are grouped into pairs
(although interconnections exist between the pairs) with the oracles against Judah and Israel
standing alone, as the first climax and as the real climax of the series, respectively. The
structure can be schematized as follows:
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Introduction (Amos 1:2): "YHWH roars from Zion and from Jerusalem
He utters His voice"
A. Oracle Against Damascus (Amos 1:3-5): Type A
1) The introductory formula rnrr
nb ("thus says YHWH”);
2) The general indictment: s to k Kb ~s^nifrbsn_ [nation] *scs npbcrbn
("for three rebeUions/transgressions of [nation]
and for four I will not restore/return her/it");
3) Indictment (one line): labanr* brgrt n tn n ? CDFrbp ("for they
threshed Gilead with sledges o f iron);
4) The announcement of judgment (three lines/three divine actions and one
verb describing the consequence on the
people):
a . ... ntq-iK nbb«! ... ok tctoOi ("I will send fire . . . and it will
consume the fortresses ..." );
b. ..n oor Trprn :.. Tnbpi ("I will break . . . and I will destroy
the inhabitants/ruler from . ..)
c— bri ...n o jp lo in ("and the one holding the scepter from . . .
and they will go into exile . .. )
5) Concluding formula: rnrr ion ("says YHW rf’).
A’. Oracle Against Gaza (Amos 1:6-8): Type A
1) The introductory formula rnrr non
("thus says YHWH");
2) The general indictment: Eb'EK vti nnonK"b?! [nation] 'sOs npbp'bn
("for three rebeUions/transgressions of [nation]
and for four I wiU not restore/return her/it");
3) Indictment (one line): era*1? "rapnb npbO rabj arb x rb n ("for they took
into exile an entire population in order to
deliver them to Edom );
4) The announcement of judgment (three lines/three divine actions and one
verb describing the consequence on the
people):
a . ... rrin-iK nb^Kl •» 3K 'n w ! ("I wiU send fire . . . and it wiU
consume the fortresses ..." );
b. ..n Bbp -]cirr. ...a bpr 'From ("I wiU destroy the inhabitants/
ruler fro m . . . and the one
holding the scepter from ...) ;
c . ... ra m ... - r Trib'Prn (and I wiU turn My h an d
and they
wiU perish . .. ) ;
5) Concluding formula: rnrr
-ip« ("says the Lord YHWH”).
B. Oracle Against Tyre (Amos 1:9-10): Type B
1) The introductory formula rrrr tjk rib ("thus says YHWH");
2) The general indictment: etbk tib npp-acbsi [nation] *s0s npbcrbn
("for three rebeUions/transgressions of [nation]
and for four I will not restore/return her/it");
3) Indictment (one line/two actions of Tyre):
a l. ciTKb npbo raba cragrrbn ("for they deUvered over an entire
population to Edom");
a2. cr>K rr“3 r q r Kbi ("and they did not remember the covenant of
brothers");
4) The announcement of judgment (one line/one divine action):
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a . ... ntDTK nboRi... m TTibcn ("I will send fire . . . and it will
consume the fortresses ..." );
B’. Oracle Against Edom (Amos 1:11-12): Type B
1) The introductory formula mrr tqr nh ("thus says YHWH”);
2) The general indictment: ra-OR nb n [ n a t i o n ] -ac® mp'xrta
. ("for three rebeUions/transgressions of [nation]
and for four I wiU not restore/retum her/it");
3) Indictment (two lines/four actions of Edom):
a l. rn« 3"ap ■BTyba ("for he pursued his brother with the
sword”);
a2. r^ rn men ("and destroyed his womenfolk”);
b l. ■hr is b
("his anger tore perpetually");
b2. n^: rrvpo Tram ("and his wrath kept forever”);
4) The announcement of judgment (one line/one divine action):
a . ... n£ni«
T.rncn (”I will send fire . . . and it wiU
consume the fortresses ..." );
C. Oracle Against Ammon (Amos 1:13-15): Type A
1) The introductory formula rnrr
nh ("thus says YHWH”);
2) The general indictment: s x o r vb na2n$bm [nation] 'sos
("for three rebelUons/transgressibns of [nation]
and for four I wiU not restore/retum her/it");
3) Indictment (one line): c^a r nw rrn rt
isb^srt rrnn cap?4?? ("for
they ripped open the pregnant women of
Gileaa m order to extend their borders");
4) The announcement of judgment (three lines/one divine action, one line
describing the situation of war, and one
verb describing the consequence on the
king and his princes):
a . ... rriniR rto K i... b« T^rn ("I wiU kindle a fire . . . and it will
consume the fortresses ..." );
b.
e ra rage rcrfro era nanra ("amid alarm in the day of
battle, amid storm in the day
of tempest");
c. rrrr r~tp mrt rfraa c?bo "ibm ("and their king will go into exile,
he and his princes together”);
5) Concluding formula: rnrr tjr ("says YHWH").
C . Oracle Against Moab (Amos 2:1-3): Type A
1) The introductory formula rnrr
nh ("thus says YHWH”);
2) The general indictment: srbR no nmntrtm [nation] 'obs n^T jba
("for three reoeilionis/transgressibns of [nation]
and for four I wiU not restore/retum her/it”);
3) Indictment (one line): t s b crapibc rrosn ‘a r p b s ("for he burned the
bones of the king of Edom to lime");
4) The announcement of judgment (three lines/one divine action, one line
describing the situation of war, and two
verbs describing the divine action
against Moab’s ruler/judge and her
princes):
a . ... rra2-|R
... b* 'nnrai ("1 will send fire . . . and it will

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

140
consume the fortresses — ");
‘rips n an ra 3$72 pnqo m (’’and Moab will die amid
uproar, amid alarm, amid
sound of the trumpet");
c. tda rrrra
n?ij?D osiD Trprn (”I will destroy the judge
from its miast, and I will
slay all its princes with
him”);
5) Concluding formula: rnrr -iq« ("says YHWH”).
b.

D. Oracle Against Judah (Amos 2:4-5): Type B
1) The introductory formula rnrr tjk nb ("thus says YHWH’’);
2) The general indictment:
vb nm-*cbpi [nation] 'Xjs nzfisrba
("for three rebellionis/transgiessibns o f [nation]
and for four I will not restore/retum her/it”);
3) Indictment (two lines/three actions of Judah) introduced by bn ("for"):
al. mrr rrriFrn« ajRp-bp ("for they despised the Law of YHWH");
a2.
vb rprn ("and His statutes they did not keep’’);
b. crrnUR crrat* obn—so* c r o p cuny.i ("and their lies led them
astray, the ones which
their fathers went after”);
4) The announcement of judgment (one line/one divine action):
a. c b ^ rr ntqiK nbcKi...
'mbcn ("I will send fire . . . and it will
consume the fortresses of
Jerusalem”).
E. Oracle Against Israel (Amos 2:6-16): Unique Type
1) The introductory formula rrrr tcr nb ("thus says YHWH”);
2) The general indictment: B3'b« «b’ nmrK'bin [nation] 'nos rsjbcrbn
("for three rebeUions/transgressions o f [nation]
and for four I will not restore/retum her/it");
3) Indictment (four lines/seven verbs describing the actions of Israel):
a. rb n ; to ? ? ttowi p'T£ =1933 trpq-bn ("for they seU the righteous
for silver, and the poor for a pair of
sandals");
b l. cb n o»*T3 p.R—193^3 C'SRon ("they that pant after the dust of
the earth which is on the head of the
powerless”);
b2. 73'. c^cn j t t | (and turn aside the way of the humble”);
c l. m nsrbR 6b* 7391 inn ("every man and his father go to the
Girl");
c2. *snp cdtk bbn jnqb ("in order to profane My holy name");
d l. natirb? b3R w: rbbrr triErbm ("upon garments taken in
pledge they stretch out
beside every altar”);
d2. CT~bR rr3 vsjr crtrcn n ("and wine of those who have been
fined they drink in the house of
their gods");
4) Historical recital (lists five past actions of God in favor of the nation):
a . ... Trrqor; 'ban ("Yet I destroyed . .." ) ;
b . ... TDS7R1 ("and I destroyed . . . ”);
c . ... 'rrbsn ' 32*1 ("and I brought. .. " ) ;

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

141
d . ...
("and I led ..." ) ;
e . ... qp«i ("and I raised ..." ) ;
Concluding question: ‘aner r z ntfrrK *wtrr ("is this not so, children
o f Israel?");
5) Oracular formula rnrr'QC ("oracle of YHWH");
6) Final hidictment Against Israel (one line/two charges):
a l. ~ er ~ita,~r ng iporn ("but you made the Nazirites drink wine")
a2.
vb "hvb crnx uvrizrbm ("and unto the prophets you
commanded them, saying:
D o not prophesy.’”);
7) Announcement o f judgment (one divine action, followed by description
of the result of the judgment in seven verbs):
a. Divine action:... p'9D
njri (Thus, I am making it shake. . .”);
b. Description of judgment: ’
b .l. bgo oSp ■Q»i ("flight will fail the swift");
b.2. tiS
ptrn ("the strong will not strengthen his
power”);
b.3. x m ’^TQTvb "ran ("the warrior will not save his life”)
b.4. 'fas*. vb ragrt i®fn ("the archer will not stand");
b.5.
vb r tr t? bgi ("the swift o f foot will not save

himself’);

b.6. is®; D^o* vb own 33*11 ("the horseman will not save his
life");
b.7. wnrrcyg oir crin c n tu ? ia*? ]~e«i ("the stout of heart
among the warriors will flee
nakeaon that day”);
8) Oracular formula rn rrric ("oracle of YHWH”).
Inside this overall structure there are smaller patterns, like 3+1, 3+4,6*4, as has
already been observed.

The Literary Form of the Oracles
The first seven oracles found in Amos 1:2-2:16 display, in general, the typical form
o f an oracle of judgment. They all possess the three basic elements that characterize this
form: an opening formula (here rrcr tjk its— "thus says YHWH”), followed by an
indictment (charge of guilt against an individual/group/nation), concluded by an
announcement of judgment.1
1Claus Westermann, Basic Forms o f Prophetic Speech, trans. H. C. White
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1967), 142-161, 169-176; Mays, Amos, 5; Wolff, Joel
and Amos, 92, 98, 135-139; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 213.
Since these oracles address foreign nations, they can also be classified more
specifically as belonging to the form of the "Oracles of Judgment Against Foreign
Nations." There had been discussion, however, if this later form should be considered as
an "oracle of judgment,” since, for many scholars, when this kind o f oracle was originally
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As already seen before, the general structure of the first seven oracles of the series
was constructed around five common elements:
1. The introductory formula rnrr t j r rO ("thus says YHWH”) marking the
beginning of each oracle in Amos 1:3a, 6a, 9a, 1la, 13a; 2:1a, 4a
2. The general indictment:

nj^ntcbm [nation] 's c s

("for three

rebellions/transgressions of [nation] and for four I will not restore/retum her/it") in Amos
1:3b, 6b, 9b, 11b, 13b; 2:1b, 4b
3. A specific indictment, introduced also by the preposition bs ("for, because") in
Amos 1:3c, 6c, 9c, I lc, 13c; 2:1c, 4c
4. The announcement of judgment: the divine punitive acts are introduced by the
theme of sending or setting fire—or T^VnrfTbi ("I will send/set fire"), which would
destroy the fortifications of the respective nation—rrizr* rtani ("and will consume the
fortresses") in Amos 1:4-5, 7-8, 10, 12, 14-15; 2:2-3, 5
5. The concluding formula rnrr - cr ("says YHWH”) which appears in Amos 1:5,
8, 13; 2:3. The oracle against Philisda (Amos 1:6-8) has mm

("Lord YHWH”) instead

pronounced (either in a war situation or in the cult) they implied salvation for Israel through
the destruction of her enemies. Westermann, e.g., classified the oracles in Amos l:3-2:3
as belonging to the line of "salvation-speeches." He followed Ernst Wurthwein, proposing
that these oracles were pronounced earlier as a salvation prophecy by Amos, and were later
transformed into judgment prophecy by the addition o f the oracle against Israel (see
Westermann, Basic Forms, 204-205; and Wurthwein, "Amos-Studien," 35-40). Others,
not recognizing such a dramatic transformation of an earlier oracle of salvation, proposed
nevertheless that the prophet Ames has adapted an earlier form of oracle predicting
destruction of foreign enemies (therefore salvation to Israel) into a new form of "oracle of
judgment" in which Israel was also included (see Christensen, Prophecy and War, 71;
Wolff, Joel and Amos, 147-148; Amsler, "Amos," 169-170; Gary Smith, Amos, 7; Paul,
Amos, 10-11). Yair Hoffmann, however, has challenged the basic presupposition that an
oracle of judgment against a foreign nation essentially implies salvation for Israel. He
presented some examples of classical oracles of that type which do not have any
connotation of salvation for the Israelite nation, but rather implied judgment for her also
(see Yair Hoffmann, "Rom Oracle to Prophecy: The Growth, Crystallization and
Disintegration of a Biblical Gattung," JNSL 10 [1982]: 79-80; also idem, nutn rr
[Prophecies], i-iv, 114-117, 124-125, 129-131).
Despite the divergent views of the. original purpose and character of the oracles
against foreign nations, it is quite clear that Amos 1-2 speaks of judgment both for the
nations and for Judah and Israel.
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of only rnrr ("YHWH"). The concluding formula is absent in the oracles against Tyre
(Amos 1:9-10), Edom (Amos 1:11-12) and Judah (Amos 2:4-5).
The form of the oracle against Israel differs significantly from the form of previous
oracles in the series. Its internal structure was outlined as follows:
1. It starts with the introductory formula tck r& rnrr ("thus says YHWH")— Amos
2:6a.
2. It is followed by the general indictment:
stor

[nation] 'Bps ndbu'bs

("for three rebellions/transgressions of [nation] and for four I will not

restore/retum her/it”)—Amos 2:6b.
3. It has the specific indictment, introduced by the preposition bv ("for, because"),
but that is much longer—Amos 2:6c-8. Four, or seven, charges were raised against Israel
(the number depends if one counts them on the basis of the actions/verbs or not), while
usually between one and three were made against the first seven nations.
4. It is the only one to have a historical recital of God's past actions in favor of the
nation. This recital, in Amos 2:9-11, is built around the usage of the first person pronoun
*23* ("I") preceded by a ) ("and/but"), and by the employment of verbs in the first person
singular describing the divine actions in Israel’s favor. It concludes with the question =]RTt
bino* '3 nKrptt ("is this not so, children of Israel?").
5. the oracular formula rnrrne ("oracle of YHWH") closes the historical recital in
Amos 2:11.
6. Another specific indictment is raised against Israel in Amos 2:12, with one, or
two (depending on the way one counts), new charge(s).
7. The announcement of judgment, Amos 2:13-16, is introduced by

~

("thus. I”) followed by the description of the divine judgment against Israel in Amos 2:13.
Seven verbs develop further the description of such judgment in Amos 2:14-16.
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8.

The announcement of judgment closes with the oracular formula rn.T*qc

("oracle of YHWH") in Amos 2:16.
The new elements that appear in the oracle against Israel have been a source of
much debate among scholars. Some have considered vss. 9-16 to be either an intrusive late
addition to the original oracle, or a new literary unit in itself.1 Others, however, view the
new elements either as a breaking of the established pattern, or as a simple expansion of the
form observed in the first seven oracles, used to indicate that the prophet has reached the
climax o f the series, and is addressing his target audience.2
In a close scrutiny o f these specific elements, one does not need to consider them
problematic, or a later expansion, either as a new section or a new oracle. Moreover, they
seem to indicate much more than a simple expansion or break of the form used in the
previous oracles. As Page H. Kelley and Walter Vogels have already recognized, the new
•Wolfe (Meet Amos, 16-17) excluded vss. 9-16 from the oracle and added Amos
3:1-2 as a part of it; Snaith (Amos, 2:36,42,47-48, S1-S2) considered the oracle against
Israel to be comprised of only vss. 6-12, which he divided into three distinctive sections
(vss. 6-7a; 7b-8; 9-12). For him, Amos 2:13-16 is a completely new oracle; for Joseph
Blenkinsopp (A History o f Prophecy in Israel: From Settlem ent in the Land to the
Hellenistic Period [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1983], 88-89,96), the historical
reproach (vss. 9-12) breaks the usually immediate link between the indictment (vss. 6-8)
and the verdict (vss. 13-16); Coote (Amos, 11-2,32-36,58-59, 70-73) considered the
historical recital (vss. 9-12) to be a later addition (Deuteronomist) to the original oracle of
the prophet Amos; for Barstad ("Religious Polemics,” 15) the section that starts in vs. 9 is
relatively independent from Amos 2:6-8; Andersen and Freedman (Amos, 307,324-327)
regard the oracle against Israel as corresponding only to vss. 6-8, Vs. 9 onward starts a
new series of oracles, which do not even belong to the series o f the "Oracles Against the
Nations,” but to a series of oracles against the whole of Israel that starts in Amos 2:9 and
goes down to Amos 3:8; Noble ("Literary Structure," 218-223) follows pretty closely the
views of Andersen and Freedman, only that he still viewed Amos 2:9-16 as part of the
series of oracles concerning the nations. For him, Amos 2:9-12 concerns the "Classic
Israel," i.e., Judah and Israel, while Amos 2:12-16 is an oracle of judgment pronounced
against all the eight nations addressed in the series.
2See Kapelrud, Central Ideas, 30; Hauret, Amos et Osee, 32-33; Mays, Amos,
44; Ward, Amos & Isaiah, 97; Rudolph, Amos, 118-119; Vollmer, Geschichtliche
Ruckblicke, 23; Koch and Collaborators, Amos, 2:68; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 141-143;
Amsler, "Amos," 179-180; Martin-Achard and Re’emi, God's People, 21; Limburg,
Hosea-Micah, 90-91; Chisholm, M inor Prophets, 75; Gary Smith, Amos, 75; Paul,
Am os, 76.
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elements found in the oracle against Israel make it a good example of a "real lawsuit or
trial."t
The specific form used here corresponds to the lawsuit that involves the speech of
the judge, and not the one, which is usually evoked when speaking of lawsuit form, that
involves the speech of a plaintiff.2 Both lawsuit forms were described in detail by
Hermann Gunkei and Joachim Begrich in their study on the Psalms,2 and were
conveniently outlined in English by Herbert B. Huffmon4 The usage of the lawsuit form
•Kelley, Amos, 41; Vogels, God's Universal Covenant, 85. Cf. Buis,
"Formulaires," 410, who also recognized a lawsuit in Amos 2:6-16. These three authors,
however, have not elaborated much on the precise form of the lawsuit found in the oracle
against Israel. As will be seen, the form here in Amos does not involve the speech o f a
plaintiff, which is the most common form of lawsuit evoked by biblical scholars, but rather
the more forgotten form o f a lawsuit built around the speech of a judge.
Some scholars have seen the entire series of the "Oracles Against the Nations” as a
lawsuit (cf., e.g., B. Genser, "The Rib- or Controversy-Pattera in Hebrew Mentality,”
VTS 3[I955]: 129, 133; Rust, Covenant, 43; and Niehaus, "Amos,” 318-319). The study
of the form of the oracles in the series contradicts such a view. Only the oracle against
Israel possesses the elements of a lawsuit, while the others follow the form of an oracle of
judgment.
Others have recognized a lawsuit only in the historical recital of Amos 2:9-12 (cf.,
e.g., Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 326; and Paul, Amos, 87). This view is countered
by the fact that the lawsuit seems to conespond to the entire oracle against Israel, for only
then all the elements pertaining to that form (judge’s lawsuit) can be perceived.
2In discussing Amos 3:9-12, Lawrence Sinclair ("Courtroom Motif,” 352) pointed
out the usage of the judge’s lawsuit form in the book of Amos. Jeffrey Niehaus ("Amos,”
318) introduced the discussion on covenant lawsuit in Amos by stressing mainly this
specific lawsuit form.
^Hermann Gunkei and Joachim Begrich, Einleitung in die Psalmen. Die
Gattungen der religidsen Lyrik Israels, 2d ed. (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1966), 364-365. The first edition of this study dates to 1933.
4Hebert B. Huffmon, "The Covenant Lawsuit in the Prophets,” JBL 78 (1959):
285-286. The forms are as follows:
First Form: Plaintiff
I. A Description of the Scene of Judgment
H. The Speech of the Plaintiff
A. Heaven and Earth Are Appointed Judges
B. Summons to the Defendant (or Judges)
C. Address in the Second Person to the Defendant
1. Accusation in Question Form to the Defendant
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involving a judge would explain the absence of the appeals addressed to natural elements,
like heaven and earth, to serve as judges or witness.1 The lawsuit in Amos 2:6-16 could
then be outlined in the following way:
I. Description of the Scene of Judgment: Amos 1:2
II. The Speech of the Judge: Amos 2:6-16
A. Address to the Defendant
1. Accusation: Amos 2:6-8 (four/seven transgressions)
2. Historical Recital: Amos 2:9-1 la (God's goodness as
revealed in ExodusConquest-divine
guidance)
3. Question and Oracular Formula: Amos 2:1 lb
B. Pronouncement of Guilt: Amos 2:12
C. Sentence: Amos 2:13-16
Questions could be raised concerning the description of the judgment scene, as
presented above. Why should Amos 1:2, a verse so far removed from Amos 2:6-16, be
taken as the introduction of the lawsuit? The procedure seems justified, however, by the
2. Refutation of the Defendant's Possible Arguments
3. Specific Indictment
Second Form: Judge
I. A Description of the Scene of Judgment
n. The Speech by the Judge
A. Address to the Defendant
1. Reproach (based on the accusation)
2. Statement (usually in the third person) that the Accused
Has No Defense
B. Pronouncement of Guilt
C. Sentence (in second or third person)
iAppeals to natural elements are very common in the form involving a plaintiff
party, and it became a kind of standard feature in the identification of lawsuit forms for
some scholars. By concentrating on the lawsuit form involving a plaintiff, these scholars,
however, seem to have completely overlooked the second form (involving a judge) in their
study of the lawsuit form in the prophets. An example of it can be seen in Julien Harvey's
study in which he makes no reference to it. as well as any reference to lawsuit forms in the
book of Amos. Cf. Julien Harvey, "Le ’Rib-Pattem’, requisitoire prophdtique sur la
rupture de I’alliance," Bib 43 (1962): 172-196.
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fact that by introducing the whole series of the "Oracles Against the Nations,"1 Amos 1:2 is
also the introductory reference to which each oracle refers back.2
Another question could concern the pronouncement of guilt. Is Amos 2:12 a
"pronouncement of guilt,” or is it only another indictment to be added to the list already
mentioned in Amos 2:6-8? It seems clear that the charges raised in Amos 2:12 are to be
taken as part of the divine indictment pronounced against Israel. But they appear to imply a
little more than just that The charges in Amos 2:12 are set in contrast with the final
reference to the divine providence in favor o f Israel, found in Amos 2:1 la (the raising of
prophets and Nazirites among the people). If God, in His grace for Israel, has raised
Nazirites and prophets from among the children of Israel, Israel, on its side however, has
obliged the Nazirites to drink wine (obliging them thereby to break their Nazirite vows, cf.
Num 6:1-6) and has forbidden the prophet to prophesy. These actions seem to symbolize
the state of utter rebellion against YHWH reached by the nation. They persecuted those
who wanted to dedicate their lives to YHWH, the Nazirites, and interdicted YHWH's
commissioned representatives, the prophets, to speak to them, rejecting thereby His
•On Amos 1:2, as the introduction to the "Oracles Against the Nations,” see above,
98-102.
2Meir Weiss {Bible from Within, 219) argued against any notion that Amos 1:2 is
describing a judgment scene. In his analysis of the verse, he proposed that it speaks about
YHWH's revelation, and not of judgment at all. Weiss’s analysis, while bringing forth
interesting ideas concerning this verse, seems to be too narrow and a bit contradictory in
itself. He stressed too much the specifics o f Amos 1:2 and its parallel passages (Joel 4:16,
and Jer 25:30), at the expense of the many parallels and explicit connections between these
passages, which outnumber the differences. Weiss, e.g., did recognize that the imagery in
Joel and Jeremiah refers to a divine judgment against the nations or against Israel (ibid.,
229,236-237), but denied any notion of judgment in Amos 1:2 (ibid., 230, 238-240).
In the discussion on the relationship between Amos 1:2 and the oracles of Amos
1:3-2:16 (cf. above, 98-102), it was seen that there are many and strong connections
(judgment against the nations, similar metaphor, identical terminology and themes, etc.)
between the passages in Amos, Joel, and Jeremiah. Should the exegete overlook these
connections, and stress only their specific differences? It is true that each passage has its
own context, and deals with some specific problems, but does it imply a denial of their
interconnection, or at least of their value in shedding light upon each other? When specific
imagery, like that of Amos 1:2, occurs so few times in OT, is it really wise to overlook its
parallels elsewhere in OT, and analyze it only on the basis of its inner context, as Weiss
proposes?
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sovereignty over them.1 This amounts to the ultimate rebellion that leads to the
pronouncement of the judgment against the nation. The culminating character of the
charges in Amos 2:12 is also evidenced by the structure of 7+1, which abounds in the
book. The prophet brings against Israel seven charges in vss. 6-8, and culminates with the
last one in vs. 12.2 it corresponds well to a final declaration of guilt; the utter rejection of
YHWH's lordship was made against the full knowledge of all that God has done for Israel
(as implied in the question "Is this not so, children of Israel?” of vs. 11).
The mechanics of the lawsuit help one to understand well the form observed in the
oracle against Israel, and elucidate the reason why this oracle is different from all the
others. In a purposeful way, the prophet pronounced oracles of judgment against the first
seven nations, but engaged himself in a lawsuit with those who were listening to him, the
people of northern Israel (the pattern 7+1 again). YHWH enters into a dialogue with Israel
(notice the usage of first and second person pronouns and verbs in vss. 9-13, a fact that
indicates a dialogue). This dialogue (in form o f lawsuit) shows that northern Israel was the
target of the series, for it was to them that YHWH was speaking.

Elements of the Covenants from the Structure
and Literary Form of the "Oracles Against
the Nations" of Amos 1-2
The study of the literary structure of the "Oracles Against the Nations" in Amos 1-2
evidenced the general pattern of 7+1 for the overall structure of the passage, as well as a
number of other patterns that combine different aspects of that series of oracles. The
structure o f the pericope has its climax in a sweeping lawsuit against northern Israel, and
evidences that this last oracle of the series was the main concern of the prophetic address.
lCf. the discussion below, 274-275.
2Two charges, to make the Nazirites to drink wine and forbid the prophets to
prophesy, but which can be taken as referring to the same basic problem: The utter rejection
of YHWH’s ways and o f His Lordship over them.
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The usage of the lawsuit form in the series points unmistakably to the OT
covenants, more especifically to the Mosaic covenant The very elements that transform the
oracle against Israel horn an oracle of judgment into a lawsuit are the evidences of it. The
historical recital of Amos 2:9-11 is clearly a reminiscence of the traditional historical
prologue to the OT covenantal formulations.! Indeed, such a historical recital (cast in the
form of a divine direct speech using the pronoun oh* ["I"], reminding Israel of YHWH’s
action of taking them out of Egypt, the guidance in the wilderness, and the gift of the land
of Canaan) usually appears in the OT inside passages dealing with the covenant (e.g., Exod
20:2; Deut 5:6; 8:14-16; Josh 24:17-18; Jer 11:4-8; 31:32; 34:13; Hos 2:16-17[14-15];
I2:10-14[9-13]; 13:4-5).
The historical recital sets the lawsuit within the context o f covenant, indicating that
the lawsuit here in Amos is what is usually called a "covenant lawsuit” or "covenant rib."'*
IThis historical recital also shows striking sim ilarities in form and function with the
historical prologue of the Hittite Suzerain treaties, and therefore seems to indicate that the
prophetic lawsuit reflects a lawsuit of the vassal type, cf. Harvey, ’"RIb-Pattem'," 184196; idem, Le plaidoyer prophetique contre Israel apres las rupture de I'alliance.
£tude d ’une form ule litteraire de I’A ncient Textament, Studia, no. 22 (Paris: Desclee de
Brouwer, 1967), 85-169; Weinfeld, "Ancient Near Eastern Patterns," 187-188; Niehaus,
"Amos," 318-319.
See also the discussion on the close parallels between the OT covenant and the
Hittite treaties in Mendenhall, "Covenant Forms,” 58-70; idem, "Covenant,” 714-715;
Mendenhall and Herion, "Covenant," 1180-1188; Hillers, Covenant, 29-71; Buis, Notion
d ’alliance, 105-120; Weinfeld, "Covenant," 1014-1018; idem, "m 2 b*rith" 266-269.

?See more discussion on the covenantal character of this lawsuit in Amos 2 in
Kelley, Amos, 41; Vogels, God’s Universal Covenant, 85-87; Andersen and Freedman,
Amos, 325-327; Paul, Amos, 87; Niehaus, "Amos,” 368-373.
Some scholars, like Hans M. Barstad, do not recognize any connection between the
prophetic "lawsuit" and the OT covenant (cf. Barstad, "Religious Polemics," 65). For
them, the striking similarities between the prophetic message and the Deuteronomic
covenant theology are probably due to the fact that, in several aspects, the prophets were
the forerunners of the Deuteronomists. Hence, it was the Deuteronomists who
incorporated the elements characteristic of the prophetic preaching in their theology of
covenant, and not vice-versa. This view, however, can hardly explain how the preaching
of the eighth-century prophets and the theology of the so-called "Deuteronomists” are
characterized by some specific elements that are characteristic only of treaties that preceded
them by hundreds of years. The historical prologue or recital with its appeal for gratitude
in view of the Suzerain's grace and favor is one of these elements. It is a basic element of
the Mosaic covenant, and can be observed elsewhere only in the Hittite treaties of the Late
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The deeds o f Israel are contrasted with YHWH’s merciful acts in history that were the very
foundation of the existence of that nation, and of her relationship and responsibility
towards Him. As George E. Mendenhall and Gary A. Herion remarked, this recall of the
divine deeds in the history of Israel "presupposes that a covenant relationship had existed
and was now being abrogated by the behavior of those subject to it," for
the most constant (and specifically biblical) motif shared by the old covenant and
the later prophets is the inseparable link between the receipt of past benefits and the
consequent obligations binding upon the recipients. The rib form is entirely
dependent upon this motif. Insofar as it makes appeal to one’s sense of gratitude and
obligation as a basis for (re-)establishing a covenant bond, the rib exhibits an
ideological matrix similar to that of the LB suzerainty treaties. •
Furthermore, it is seen in chapter 5 that the very nature of the acts for which Israel
was indicted and o f the judgments pronounced against that nation evidence the covenantal
character of the prophetic lawsuit of Amos 2:6-16. In Amos, as well as in other prophetic
books, YHWH summons "His people to court and accuses them of having broken His
covenant—the Law!” As for the judgments, they "are viewed as curses for breaking the
covenant.’’^

Summary
The study of the limits of the pericope known as "Oracles Against the Nations”
showed that this literary unit encompasses the verses found in Amos 1:2-2:16. The
confirmation that Amos 1:2 and 2:6-16 are part of this prophetic pericope was seen to be of
essential importance to the discussion on the presence of covenant elements in that series of
Bronze Age, hence some five to seven hundred years before the classical prophets and the
"Deuteronomistic" theologians. The historical prologue is not part o f the treaties of the first
millennium B.C. See the discussion of this issue in Mendenhall and Herion, "Covenant,”
1180-1188; and also in Kenneth A. Kitchen, "The Patriarchal Age: Myth or History?" BAR
21, no. 2 (1995): 53-56, who also shows that the Patriarchal covenants o f Genesis find
their parallel only in treaties of the early second millennium B.C.
•Mendenhall and Herion, "Covenant," 1191.
2Rogers, "Covenant," 145-146.
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oracles, since these verses are the essential components of the covenant lawsuit raised by
YHWH against northern Israel.
The study of the pericope evidenced a multiplicity of literary patterns inside an
overall structure of 7 + 1. This literary structure was built into a crescendo intended to
reach its climax in the oracle against Israel. This structure shows that northern Israel was
all along the goal of the prophetic speech in Amos 1-2. This intentional movement toward
a climax is also evidenced by the literary form of the oracles that compose this pericope.
While the first seven oracles possess the typical form of an oracle of judgment, the final
oracle of the series was built into a sweeping divine lawsuit against the nation of northern
Israel. This lawsuit inserts the final oracle o f the series into a deep covenantal context, and
becomes one of the strongest evidences for the usage of OT covenant elements in the first
two chapters of Amos.
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CHAPTER 5
ELEMENTS OF THE OT COVENANTS IN THE TERMINOLOGY,
PHRASEOLOGY, AND THEMES OF THE "ORACLES
AGAINST THE NATIONS” OF AMOS 1-2

This chapter focuses on the analysis of words, phrases, and themes in the "Oracles
Against the Nations" which have been claimed to or may convey elements that pertain to the
OT covenants. This analysis is structured around the three entities of that series of oracles:
God, the prophet, and the eight nations that were addressed. The terminology,
phraseology, and themes that are related to these entities are investigated and their possible
relationship to the OT covenants evaluated.

God
Most of the book of Amos is cast in the form of direct speech, in which God
speaks to His people. It is God who actually pronounces judgment, calls people to
repentance, makes promises for the future. YHWH is present from beginning to end in the
book and every prophetic message is connected to Him.
The centrality of the person o f God in Amos is also expressed by the constant
occurrence of divine names throughout the book. Ten different names or titles are used for
God in the Massoretic text of Amos, for a total o f eighty-six occurrences of them in the
book. More than anybody else, the person of God is being addressed and referred to in
Amos.

152

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

153
YHWH
God is referred to primarily by the divine name of rnrr ("YHWH”), which appears
eighty-one times. In fifty-two occurrences, it stands alone, while in twenty-nine, it appears
in compound names.1 The high frequency of the name YHWH in itself conveys the
importance of that name for the message of the book. Indeed, the divine name mrr
("YHWH”) not only occurs frequently throughout the book, but it also actually opens the
prophetic message in Amos 1:2, closes it in Amos 9:15, and constitutes the very center of
the entire literary structure o f the book in the declaration tsd mm ("YHWH is His Name!”)
of Amos 5:8.2
The divine name mrr ("YHWH”) is of crucial importance for the study of the
"Oracles Against the Nations." It occurs fifteen times as such (Amos 1:2, 3 ,5 ,6 ,9 , 11,
13, 15,2:1, 3 ,4[2x], 6,11, 16), and once in the compound name mrr 'p * ("the Lord
YHWH") in Amos 1:8. It opens the series of the oracles in Amos 1:2, and closes it in
Amos 2:16. Every aspect of the series is essentially related to Him.
For some, like Carl G. Howie, J. A. Motyer, William Sanford LaSor, David Allan
Hubbard, Frederich W. Bush, Thomas Edward McComiskey, and Jeffrey Niehaus,
Amos’s frequent usage of the name YHWH is one of the evidences that the prophet was
using the early Israelite covenant traditions in his preaching to northern Israel. The name
YHWH points back to the Exodus context, and speaks of God’s redemptive and covenantal
•Dempster ("Lord," 175) presented the following chart:
52x
mm
I9x
mm 'Tit*
5x
mtox mb* mm
3x
TTK
2x
crib*
lx
•rat mtos mbt* mm
lx
mtOSTT Ttb« mm
lx
rrnoct mm tih
lx
mtosn mb* mm 'tt»
cmbK mm
_ li
86x
2See above, 79-88, for the discussion on the literary structure o f the book. See
also de Waard, "Chiastic Structure," 176; and Dempster, "Lord,” 184.
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concerns. YHWH is the God bound with Israel by a covenant. YHWH is His covenant
name, and it represents the character by which He dealt and continues to deal with His
people, i
Others, however, have expressed a very different view on the subject. For Hans
Walter Wolff, when Amos speaks of YHWH, he avoids all theological concept. The
prophet makes no reference to YHWH's faithfulness, righteousness, covenant, or law.
Amos does not make use of the Yahwistic traditions. He is laconic and quite independent
from the traditions of the salvation history. When Amos does refer to these traditions
(e.g., the destruction of the Amorites in Amos 2:9, the election from all the families of the
earth in Amos 3:2, and the bringing up from Egypt in Amos 9:7), he does so only with the
sole purpose of demonstrating Israel's guilt, and not to develop any theological elaboration
on YHWH. The prophet Amos is much more strongly determinated by his own personal
experience with God than by any Yahwistic tradition. The prophet’s words are a new
message, which he believed he had received directly from God.2
Klaus Koch, on his side, has proposed a more attenuated view. For him, YHWH
in Amos is closely associated with many traditions of the Israelite salvation history. The
Exodus, the gift of the land, the Davidic kingdom, for example, are directly related to Him
in the book. But there is no reference to the covenant in Sinai, or to any divine law.2
Gary Smith did recognize some covenant elements in the book o f Amos, but as for
the divine name YHWH, it is not connected to the covenant in the book. In Amos, YHWH
is connected to the title "God of Hosts” (8 times) which is identical to the appellation
"YHWH of Hosts” that appears in Amos 9:5, and 267 other times in the Old Testament
■Howie, "Theology of Amos,” 275-277; Motyer, Day o f the Lion, 28; William
Sanford LaSor, David Allan Hubbard, and Frederic Wm. Bush, Old Testament Survey:
The Message, Form, and Background o f the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: William
B. Eerdmans, 1982), 324; McComiskey, "Amos," 280-281; Niehaus, "Amos,” 338.
W olff, Joel and Amos, 101-103.
2Koch, Prophets, 1:74-75.
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The connection here is with the war motif (YHWH is the commander-in-chief of military
forces, YHWH is great in power and might), and not with the covenant.!
For Rolland E. Wolfe, Amos reversed the popular understanding and views on
YHWH. Up to the time of the prophet, the Hebrew people believed that YHWH was
intimately related to them through the unbreakable covenant made at Sinai, and through the
divine promises made to Abraham. They were the chosen people. Amos swept all this
away when he proclaimed that the relationship of the nation with YHWH rested on moral
principles. For Amos, the idea that YHWH had chosen the Hebrew people as His favorites
was an Israelite illusion. Whatever people fulfills His ethical demands is YHWH’s chosen
people. YHWH shows no partiality among the nations; He displays equal solicitude for
all.2
Is the divine name YHWH in Amos 1-2 related to covenant or not? Are there any
covenant elements in the words, phrases, or themes that are associated with the divine
name mrr ("YHWH”) in that series of oracles? What connections does the divine name
mrr ("YHWH”) evoke in the "Oracles Against the Nations"?

YHWH, the Roaring Lion, the Thundering
God, and the Prophetic Word
The first statement about mrr ("YHWH”) in the "Oracles Against the Nations” is
found in Amos 1:2:
fpip |Tr c^rrroi
ctiS ran

ajcr [ran ‘mrr
’to » )

("and he said: YHWH roars from Zion
and from Jerusalem He utters His voice,
the pastures of the shepherds moum/wither
and the top of the Carmel dries up”)
■Gary Smith, Am os, 10.
2WoIfe, M eet Amos, 67-68.
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This prophetic statement highlights three facts about YHWH: First, His
action—YHWH "roars” (asr) and "utters His voice” (frp ]R*); second, the location from
which He is acting—"from Zion" (7?sp), "from Jerusalem" (c’xprrc); third, the
consequence of His action: "the pastures of the shepherds moum/wither and the top of the
Carmel dries up." It is seen in the study that follows that this statement on YHWH, which
opens the "Oracles Against the Nations" in Amos 1-2, encapsulates in itself all the other
elements that are related to YHWH in that series.
This verse has been the subject of much discussion. Some scholars consider it to
be simply a metaphor of judgment It is commonly argued that the imagery of a roaring
lion, or of a blasting thunder, evokes the idea of God executing, or about to execute, an act
of judgment Therefore the metaphor is well fitted to introduce the message of the prophet
Amos.i
Others have stressed that Amos 1:2 represents basically a standard cultic
phraseology commonly used in hymns and in execration oracles in the temple of Jerusalem.
They usually quote parallel language found in the Psalms (e.g., Pss 18:14[13] and 50:1-6),
in Joel 4[3]: 16, Jer 25:10, and in the Egyptian execration texts.2
Others see in it a description of a theophany of YHWH as a divine warrior, whether
inside the context of the Israelite cult or not. Parallels from some OT theophanies and from
ANE mythological literature are frequently presented in support of this interpretation. In
these parallels the voice of God, or of a deity, is compared to the roar of a lion, and/or to
(Snaith, Amos, 2:11; ibid., Amos, Hosea, 12-13; Kelley, Amos, 30; Rudolph,
Amos, 116; Motyer, Day o f the Lion, 31; Martin-Acbard and Re’emi, God’s People, 1314; Hayes, Amos, 63-64; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 126; Finley, Amos, 131; Mowvley,
Amos & Hosea, 13.
2Bentzen, "Ritual Background," 95-96; Watts, Vision and Prophecy, 77;
Kapelrud, Central Ideas, 17-20; Georges Farr, "The Language o f Amos, Popular or
Cultic?" V T 16 (1966): 313-314; Hans Gottlieb, "Amos und Jerusalem," V T 17 (1967):
452-453. The connection with the Egyptian execration texts is proposed not on the basis of
similar expressions found in these texts, but rather on the reasoning that Amos 1:2 is
directly related with the rest o f the "Oracles Against the Nations," which, in its turn, has
many parallels with the execrations from Egypt
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the noise o f a thunder, that produces devastation in the cosmos.1 Some scholars, however,
have emphasized the divine-warrior imagery in the verse without stressing it as a
theophany.2
•E. Lipinski, La royaute de Yahwe dans la poesie et le culte de I'Ancien Israel,
VKVAW.L, no. 27/55 (Brussel: Paleis der Academien, 1965), 140-141; Mays, Amos, 22;
Hauret, Amos et Osee, 17; Siegfried Wagner, "Uberlegungen zur Frage nach den
Beziehungen des Propheten Amos zum Sudreich," TLZ 96 (1971): 659-661; Cross,
Canaanite Myth, 229; Amsler, "Amos," 168; J. J. M. Roberts, "Zion in the Theology of
the Davidic-Solomonic Empire,” in Studies in the Period o f D avid and Solomon, and
Other Essays: Papers Read at the International Symposium fo r Biblical Studies,
Tokyo, 5-7 December, 1979, ed. Tomoo Ishida (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1982),
102-103; Soggin, Amos, 28-30; Christensen, Prophecy and War, 197; Polley, Amos, 58;
Paul, Am os, 38-42; Niehaus, "Amos," 338.
Among the theophanies in the OT, Deut 33:2, Judg 5:4-5, Ps 68:8-9[7-8], Mic 1:34, and Hab 3:3-15 are usually referred to. Among the parallels in the ANE literature
mention is made of such examples as:
1. The description of the manifestations o f Hadad in The Epic o f Gilgamesh,
Assyrian Version, K. 9759:9: "at the sound of his voice, heaven trembles; the earth
convulses; the hills shake with fear.” Cf. R. Campbell Thompson, The Epic o f
Gilgamish. Text, Translation, and Notes (Oxford: Clarendon, 1930), 19, 74, and PI. 10.
2. Hadad, again, in the El-Amama Tablets, 147:13-15: "Who gives forth his voice
in heaven like Hadad, and all the earth shakes from his voice.” Cf. J. A. Knudtzon, Die
El-Amama-Tafeln m it Einleitung und Erlauterungen (Aalen: Otto Zeller
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1964), 1:608-609.
3. Baal/Hadad in Ugaritic myths (tablet IIAB vii:29-37): "Ba[al gives] forth his
holy voice, Baal discharges the utterance of his Ii]ps, his h[oly] voice [convulses] the
earth,. . . the mountains quake, a-tremble a re . . . east and west, earth’s high places reel.
Baal’s enemies take to the woods, Hadad’s foes to the sides o f the mountain." Cf. H. L.
Ginsberg, trans., "Ugaritic Myths, Epics, and Legends," in Ancient Near Eastern Texts
Relating to the Old Testament, ed. James B. Pritchard, 3d ed. with supplement
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), 135; and Andrde Herdner, Corpus des
tablettes en cuneiformes alphabetiques, decouvertes a Ras Shamra-Ugarit de 1929 a
1939, MRS, vol. 10 (Paris: Imprim6rie Nationale, 1963), 1:29.
4. A Sumerian hymn to the goddess Inanna (Nin-me-sd-ra, ii: 10): "When you roar
at the earth like Thunder, no vegetation can stand up to you." Cf. William W. Hallo and
J. J. A. van Dijk, The Exaltation o f Inanna, YNER, no. 3 (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1968), 15.
5. A Sumerian hymn to King Ur-Ninurta (CT xxxvi:42-43) in which the king is
described with attributes of a god: "Against your enemies you roar from on high like a
storm; may your thunder, like a heavy cloud, crush the country which rebels against you."
Cf. A. Falkenstein, "Sumerische religiose Texte," ZA 49 (1950): 108-109.
2PoIIey, Amos, 58; Chisholm, M inor Prophets, TI. Polley highlights the
vocabulary of the entire series of the "Oracles Against the Nations" that indicates the
context of war (e.g., "shouting" [1:4; 2:2], "tempest" [1:14], "whirlwind” [1:14], "sound
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There are those who see in Amos 1:2 only a liturgical introduction to the book of
Amos. For them, this verse was added to the book much later as an overture to the
liturgical reading of the Amos traditions. By confessing the devastating force of YHWH's
voice, the verse sums up the message of the prophet at the same time that it provides a
grand opening to the reading of the prophetic texLi
Douglas Stuart proposed that Amos 1:2 should be taken as a "curse
announcement,” i.e., an announcement that a curse (or curses) of the Mosaic covenant is
now about to be enforced by YHWH via the type of punishment that the curse calls for.
The imagery o f the lion suggests that the covenant curse of harm from wild animals (Lev
26:22; Deut 32:24) was to be carried out by YHWH Himself. Stuart sees also a futility
curse (Lev 26:16,20; Deut 28:20,29-31,33,38-41) in the reference to the thunder of
YHWH’s voice. Thunder is usually related to rain, a blessing, but the result of YHWH’s
thunder is drought and not rain. The drought presented in the verse is also another
covenant curse in itself (Lev 26:19; Deut 28:22-24).2
A number of other scholars maintain that Amos 1:2 must be understood primarily in
its relationship with Amos 3:8, the other passage in the book that refers to YHWH roaring
as a lion. In this context, Amos 1:2 is a reference to God's revelation. The stress is on His
voice, on the act of communicating, of speaking, of letting His voice be heard in order to
communicate a message, the message of the coming judgment. The metaphors used for
YHWH’s revelation (roar, thunder, drought) are intended in order to provoke a deep
of trumpet" [2:2], judgment by fire [1:4,7,10,12,14; 2:2,5]). Chisholm argues that ancient
rulers would often compare themselves to a raging lion in order to emphasize their courage
and prowess on the battlefield. The imagery of a roaring lion would then picture YHWH
as a mighty warrior-king who is capable of annihilating His enemies.
■Wolff, Joel and Amos, 125-126; McKeating, Amos, 13.
^Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 300-301.
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reaction on the part of those who hear His voice, for YHWH here speaks not with "a still
small voice" but with violence, fury, and wrath, i
What does Amos 1:2 actually mean? What are the elements related to YHWH that
this verse evokes?
The verb * 9 ("to roar") usually refers to the roaring of a lion (Judg 14:5; Ps
22:14[13]; Isa 5:29; Ezek 22:25), but is also used in the OT as a metaphor for the action o f
YHWH, of foes (Ps 74:4), and of a thunder (Job 37:4). The verbal expression bip

("to

utter a voice"), in the OT, appears many times in the context of a thunderstorm, as a
reference to a thunder (2 Sam 22:14; Pss 18:14[13]; 77:18; 104:7), and as such it can be
translated as "to thunder." But it is also used in order to convey the idea of uttering one’s
voice loudly, with no connection whatever with a thunderstorm (Prov 1:20; 8:1; Jer 48:34).
Both expressions, » 9 ("to roar”) and bip ]n; ("to utter a voice/to thunder"), are used
synonymously in the OT, as in Jer 2:15 (reference to a lion’s roar) and in Job 37:4
(reference to thunder).
In the book of Amos, these verbs appear again in chap. 3. In vs. 4 of this chapter,
the prophet asks two rhetorical questions built around the imagery of a roaring lion. The
actions of the lion are expressed both by * 9 ("to roar”) and by bip ]rq ("to utter a voice”).
The reference here is only to the roar of a lion. Amos asks if a lion ever roars (a<9) in the
forest if he has no prey, and if he ever cries out (bip ]$;) from his den if he has not caught
something. Three points are underlined in this verse: the subject (the lion) and his action
("roar” [* 9 ], "cries out" ['ibip jirq]); the location in which the action is performed ("in the
iNeher, Amos, 10-14; Myers, Amos, 104; Heschel, Prophets, 29, 437; Coote,
Am os, 59-60; Craigie, Twelve Prophets, 126; Weiss, Bible from Within, 206, 219;
Limburg, Hosea-Micah, 85-86; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 219; Gary Smith. Am os,
26-27.
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forest” [1 9 3 ], "from his den” [inpec]); and the reason for his action (he has a prey
[ib...')”)g], he has caught something [t?1?]).1
The imagery in vs. 4 comes very close to the metaphor in Amos 1:2. The
presentation of the subject, his action, and the place of his action parallels that of Amos 1:2.
In this sense, YHWH in Amos 1:2 can be understood as a lion roaring from His dwelling
place. But no reason is stressed in Amos-1:2 for the divine action, as it is in Amos 3:4 for
IThe circumstances described in the verse have been interpreted in different ways.
Some scholars consider that the lion's roar comes only after he has killed the prey. One of
their main arguments for this is the contention that lions hunt silently, and never roar until
they have made their catch in order to not frighten away the prey. Cf. Mays, Amos, 60-61;
Wolff, Joel and Amos, 185; Martin-Achard and Re'emi, God's People, 29; Stuart,
Hosea-Jonah, 324; Hayes, Amos, 125; Hubbard, Joel and Am os, 148.
Others, on the contrary, maintain that vs. 4 speaks only o f a pouncing lion that is
about to catch its prey. It is usually argued that it is a well-established fact that the lion
gives a loud roar only when it pounces over its victim in order to paralyze it with terror.
Cf. C. F. Keil and F. Deiitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 10, M inor
Prophets, trans. James Martin (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1986; repr.
Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1989), 260-261; Soggin, Amos, 58; Gary Smith, Amos,
108.
Others assert that the verse speaks of a lion roaring in two different circumstances.
First, he roars in the forest when he has located and confronted his prey and he is pouncing
upon it to make a kill. Second, he roars from his den when he is consuming, or has
already consumed, the prey. Cf. van Hoonacker, Petits prophetes, 226; Harper, Amos
and Hosea, 69-70; Snaith, Amos, 2:58; Neher, Amos, 17; Cripps, Amos, 153-154;
Hammershaimb, Amos, 58; Hauret, Amos et Osee, 45; Paul, Am os, 110.
Any way one takes it, it is good to bear in mind that in the OT lions roar before,
during, and after the kill, or at any other time, as Francis I. Andersen and David N.
Freedman have remarked. Cf. Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 395. Lions roar when
they are hungry (Ps 104:20-21), in confronting a prey (Judg 14:5), before they seize a prey
(Is 5:29), while tearing a prey (Ezek 22:25), and after tearing their kill (Ps 22:14 [13]). If
the behavior of lions at the time of Amos was similar to that of the African lion of today,
the biblical picture is quite consistent. African lions roar in many and different
circumstances as: when walking alone; while demarcating territory; as a way to
communicate between themselves; at mating; when feeding, or before feeding; after high
contentious encounters; occasionally before attacking in order to cause a stampede; just
after having caught a prey; or even for no evident reason whatsoever. Cf. C. A. W.
Guggisberg, Simba: The Life o f the Lion (Philadelphia: Chilton Books, 1963), 65-67,
110-111; George B. Schaller, The Serengeti Lion: A Study o f Predator-Prey Relations
(Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1972), 104-110; Judith A. Rudnai, The Social
Life o f the Lion: A Study o f the Behavior o f Wild Lions (Panthera Leo Massaica
[NewmannJ) in the Nairobi National Park, Kenya (Wallingford, PA: Washington
Square East Publishers, 1973), 55-58.
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the lion's. Rather, Amos 1:2 speaks of the result of the action of YHWH, and not of its
reason. When YHWH roars from Zion, and utters His voice from Jerusalem, "the pastures
o f the shepherds moum/dry up and the top of the Carmel withers.”
The stress on the result, instead of on the reason, appears also in Amos 3, when the
prophet fully develops the metaphor of YHWH as a roaring lion in vs. 8:

KT”

’0

ITT*

kH t t6 T2

-q^r ‘rnrr ’fii*

("the lion has roared who will not fear
the Lord YHWH has spoken who will not prophesy?")
In Amos 3:8, the parallel drawn between YHWH and the roaring lion is focused on
the result of roaring. When a lion roars, he produces fear; when YHWH speaks. He
produces prophecy. The shift from reason to result stresses the point that there is an
intention for YHWH to roar. This intention was already made plain in vs. 7 of this same
chapter "for the Lord YHWH will do nothing, without revealing His secret to His
servants, the prophets." The divine purpose in doing so is not that the prophets acquire
knowledge of the divine actions for their own sake, but rather that they might announce
them loudly and clearly. The prophetic voice is YHWH’s roar, the roar of the approaching
divine lion.
By understanding Amos 1:2 on the basis of the use of the same metaphor in Amos
3, there are some clear resemblances, as well as differences, between YHWH and a roaring
lion. Like the lion, YHWH roars mightily from His dwelling place. But unlike it, YHWH
roars not because He is doing or has already performed His destructive act, rather the
contrary: YHWH roars well before He does something. He roars in order to alarm those
whom He will destroy. YHWH roars through the prophetic voice, announcing His secrets
through the instrumentality of the prophets.
An organic link exists then between the metaphor and the prophetic message. In
"Oracles Against the Nations," the roar of YHWH (... a« r ]7sq rnrr [YHWH roars from
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Zion ...]) would actually be what He says through the prophet in the verses that follow (the
... rnrr

r6 ["thus says YHWH ..."]), hence the entire series of oracles. In this sense,

YHWH is not at all like a roaring lion that is attacking or has already attacked his prey.
YHWH roars well before He attacks His victims; He lets them know He is coming. He is
not a pouncing lion, nor a lion who is devouring its prey, but rather an "announcing" lion,
who roars mightily and loudly through the prophetic word, and lets the prey know well in
advance that He is coming, and approaching with sure steps.
The imagery of YHWH roaring as a lion also appears in Hos 11:10, in a prophetic
oracle concerning Israel's restoration from exile. In vs. 10, YHWH roars (a«p) as a lion
when He comes to save His people. The imagery seems to imply judgment upon the
nations (Assyria and Egypt are especially highlighted in the passage) as YHWH is saving
and gathering His dispersed people among them. The result of God's action is a complete
change o f attitude on the part of Israel. From walking away from YHWH and worshiping
idols (vs. 2) they will walk after YHWH (vs. 10), an idiom that expresses faithful service
and worship o f God. Their disdain and indifference for God's merciful acts in the Exodus
and in their history (vss. 1,3-4) will become a fearful and humble submission to YHWH
(expressed by the verb T in ("to tremble"], vss. 10-11). They who were dispersed into
exile (vss. 5-7) will come out and be restored to their own homes (vss. 11).
In Job 37:4 one finds another reference to the roar of God. The passage, however,
does not refer to God as YHWH but as El (‘tk ["God"]), and therefore is not as directly
associated with the present discussion as the passages above. It should, nevertheless, be
taken into consideration, since it is the only other passage in the OT, besides the ones
already mentioned and the passages in Joel 4:16 and Jer 25:30 (to be discussed below), that
refers to God as roaring (verb * 9 ). In it, Elihu speaks of the voice of El that "roars" (* 9 )
after a lightning, when He "thunders" (cjn) His voice in the midst of a storm. The verb
a*9 ("to roar") comes here not as a reference to a roaring lion, but to thunder in a

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

163
thunderstorm. The imagery of a powerful storm, with its lightnings and thunders, is used
to describe the might and glory of God and His powerful acts in nature (vss. 5-21). Such
divine glory and power are especially referred to in the context of God’s rulership over
humankind ("peoples/nations” [ca?]). Previously, in Job 36:31-33, God was presented
as One providing for men’s needs, and also as judging them for their iniquity. Then, it is
stated that the contemplation of God’s majestic acts o f judgment produces fear and awe in
the human being ("bipBD ir n ' 2 b Tirr ratfr'jR [’’Indeed, at this my heart trembles and
leaps out of its place”], Job 37:1). So, here again, the verb wsp ("to roar”) is associated
with God, with His judgments upon peoples/nations, and with fear (-nrt [”to tremble”], -r?
["to leap”]). There is no association, however, with a roaring lion, but rather with a
thunderstorm and the noise of the thunder that follows a bolt of lightning.
The metaphor of a thunderstorm for the mighty acts of God appears again in 2 Sam
22 and in Ps 18. In them, one finds a psalm of praise by David for the divine deliverance
from the hand of all his enemies, and from the hand o f Saul. In vs. 14, David says that
"YHWH thundered (C^i) from heaven," and that "the Most High uttered His voice”
(ibip ]n;). Here again, the metaphor of the thunder for the voice of YHWH is used, now in
association with the verbal expression frip

("to utter His voice”), which is the second

verb used for the voice of God in Amos 1:2. The psalm uses the imagery of YHWH
coming in a storm to save His servant David from his enemies (vss. 10-20). God brings
salvation to David (vss. 17-37), but judgment upon his enemies (vss. 38-46), which
included both his own people Israel and foreign nations (vss. 44-46). Reference is also
made to the dwelling place of God. In vs. 7, God hears David’s cry for help "from His
temple” (■rigvaa), and in vs. 14, YHWH thunders "from heaven" (trcqrp). The
manifestation of God convulses the elements (the earth reeled and rocked, the foundation of
the heavens trembled and quaked, the channels of the sea were seen and the foundations of
the world were laid bare— vss. 8,16). Also pertinent to the understanding of the metaphor
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in Amos are the references to righteousness, faithfulness to God, the keeping o f God's
com m andm ents, deliverance of the humble from the exploitation of his oppressors, found

in vss. 21-28, elements that are very prominent in the "Oracles Against the Nations." Quite
relevant also is the conclusion of the psalm in vs. 51, in which YHWH is praised for His
salvation and for His steadfast love (iqrr) to His anointed king, David, and to his seed
forever. Thus the psalm concludes with a note on the Davidic covenant theology.
In Ps 46, God is praised as the refuge and strength of His people. The psalm
contrasts the peace and security God brings to His people with the turmoil and judgment
He brings upon the nations. Vs. 7[6] speaks of God as uttering His voice (frip 3 ps) in
response to the menace of the nations. Many elements are important here for the
understanding of the metaphor in Amos 1:2. The uttering of God's voice comes within the
context of a divine judgment against the nations (vss. 7[6], 9-11 [8-10]). It convulses the
elements (the earth changes and melts, the mountains shake and tremble, the waters roar
and foam—vss. 3-4[2-3], 7[6]). There is again a reference to God's dwelling place (the
city o f God, the holy habitation of the Most High—vss. 5-6[4-5]). There is no clear
identification of God "uttering His voice" with either the roar of a lion or with a thunder in
this psalm. Very interesting is the proclamation "YHWH of Hosts is with us!" in vss. 8[7]
and 12[11], which is the kind of proclamation presupposed in Amos 3:14.
Ps 68:34[33] also speaks o f God as uttering His voice (frips ]rq) in a context of
salvation for God's people and judgment against the nations. The psalm usually refers to
God as crfst* ("God"), but the divine names Ttk ("Lord”) and rnrr ("YHWH”) appear in
vss. 5[4], 17-19[16-18], 20-21[19-20], 23[22], and 27[26]. Many points in this psalm are
relevant to the study of Amos l:2.1 God is sung as the protector, helper, and savior of the
fatherless, the widows, the desolate, the prisoners, the needy, and of Israel (vss. 6-l0[59], 20-24[ 19-23]), and also as the avenger and judge of the wicked, the rebellious, the
■This psalm is usually considered as one of the most difficult to interpret in the OT.
See a summary of the discussion of its "almost legendary" difficulties in Marvin E. Tate,
Psalms 51-100, WBC, vol. 20 (Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 170-175.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

165
kings of armies, and the peoples (vss. 3[2], 7[6], 13-15(12-141. 22-24[21-23], 31-32[3031]). Mention is made of the Exodus and God's guidance in the desert (vss. 8-11 [7-10]).
References to God’s dwelling place occupy a very important place: His holy habitation (vs.
6[5]); the mountain of God (vs. 18-19(17-18]); God’s sanctuary, the temple of Jerusalem,
the heavens (vss. 25[24], 30[29], 35-36[34-35]). The actions o f God affect the elements
in nature (the earth quakes, Sinai quakes, the heavens poured down rain and snow—vss.
9(81,15(14]). So, here again, one finds the reference to God "uttering His voice"
associated with salvation for His people, judgment for the enemies (the wicked, the
nations), emphasis on God's dwelling place, and the effects of God's actions in nature.
Relevant also are the presentation of YHWH as the protector and helper of the powerless
and the needy, and the emphasis on YHWH’s acts in the history o f His people.
In Joel 2 there is a description of the "day of YHWH" (another important element in
Amos, cf. Amos 5:18-20). Joel describes this day as a day of clouds and thick darkness, a
day when a powerful army (of locusts) attacks and destroys the land (vss. 1-9). The earth
quakes, the heavens tremble, the sun and the moon are darkened, and the stars withdraw
their shining (vs. 10). In the front of this army (which is God's), YHWH "utters His
voice" ( f t p ]rq), for His host is exceedingly great and powerful to accomplish His word
(vs. II). The judgment described here is proclaimed not against a foreign people, but
against Zion, against the holy mountain itself (vs. 1). The imagery evoked in the uttering
of YHWH’s voice is that of a cry of war, it is the order to attack from the commander-inchief at the head of his army. Again, the elements of nature are shaken by the actions of
God. God’s holy mountain, Zion, is also mentioned, but the mighty voice of YHWH does
not come from it but against i t
One o f the closest parallels to Amos 1:2, in the OT, appears again in Joel. In chap.
4(3], vs. 16, one reads:
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("And YHWH will roar from Zion, and from Jerusalem He will utter His voice;
heavens and earth will tremble.
But YHWH will be a refuge to His people, and a stronghold to the children of Israel ")
The context in Joel 4[3] is that of the eschatological "day of YHWH.” The "day of
YHWH," which in chap. 2 was a day of judgment against God’s people, now becomes a
day of salvation and deliverance. Itisadayofjudgm entforthenations. YHWH gathers
all the nations in the valley of Jehoshaphat and there He enters into judgment with them all
on account of His people Israel (vss. 1-16). The prophet makes special reference to Tyre,
Sidon, Philistia, Egypt, and Edom, but he also speaks of the nations around (vss. 4-, 1112, 19). YHWH will put in His sickle and harvest them, and He will tread them as one
who treads grapes in a wine press that is hill (vs. 13). The element of nature are shaken by
the manifestation of God (3:3-4 [2:30-31]; 4:15). In the midst of His fiery manifestation
and judgment against the nations, YHWH will be a refuge to His people, a fortress for the
children o f Israel (vs. 16). It is from Jerusalem, from Zion, that He acts; His dwelling
place is there, and to Jerusalem and to Zion He will bring His people (3:5 [2:32]; 4:1,1617,21). YHWH will abundantly bless Jerusalem and Judah; the mountains will drip sweet
wine, the hills will flow with milk, all stream beds will flow with water (vss. 17-20); but
Egypt and Edom will become a desolation, a desert, for the violence done to God’s people
(vs. 19).
As in Amos 1-2, Joel 4[3] uses an identical formulation for YHWH roaring from
Zion, and relates it to judgment against the nations. The crimes for which the nations are
condemned in Joel parallel very closely to some of the accusations found in the "Oracles
Against the Nations" in Amos (especially slavery trade and exploitation of the weak, Joel
4[3]: 2-3, 6 ). Joel’s evocation of the "day of the YHWH" is quite relevant also, since the
eschatological expectations associated with that day are an important element for the
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understanding of Amos and bis message. 1 The prediction of the eschatological blessings
of Joel 4[3]: 18 is part of the concluding promises of the book of Amos (Amos 9:13).
Another very interesting feature can be seen in vss. 2-8 of Joel 4[3]. God’s speech to the
nations there seems to have been cast into a "lawsuit” form.2 As it is the case with the
oracle against Israel in Amos 2, the form here involves the speech of the judge, and could
be sketched as following:
I. Description of the Scene of Judgment: 4:2a
II. The Speech of the Judge:
A. Address to the defendant
1. Reproach (based on accusation): 4:2b-3
2. Statement that the accused has no defense: 4:4
EH. Pronouncement of Guilt: 4:5-6
IV. Sentence: 4:7-8
What is remarkable here is that in Joel and in Amos the metaphor of YHWH
roaring from Zion and uttering His voice from Jerusalem is related both with oracles of
judgment against the nations and also with a lawsuit against a nation, or nations. In Joel 4
the lawsuit introduces the pericope (vss. 2 -8), then follow oracles of judgment against the
nations (vss. 9-16), concluded by the proclamation that YHWH roars from Zion, which in
vs. 16 means judgment for the nations and salvation for Israel. After that follow the
promises of eschatological blessing (vss. 17-21). In Amos the order is reversed. The
pericope of the "Oracles Against the Nations” opens with the metaphor of YHWH roaring
from Zion (Amos 1:2), then follows the series o f oracles against nations (1:3-2:16), which
concludes with a lawsuit not against the foreign nations but against Israel. The promises of
eschatological blessing come only at the end o f the book, only after a series o f oracles that
describe the terrible and definitive judgment YHWH was bringing upon His people. It is
•See above, 61-63, 101.
T o r more discussion on Joel 4[3]:l-8 as a lawsuit see Wolff, Joel and Amos, 7677; Raymond Brian Dillard, "Joel," in M inor Prophets: An Exegetical and Expository
Commentary, vol. 1, Hosea, Joel, Amos, ed. Thomas Edward McComiskey (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1992), 300.
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only after destruction of the nation, and exile o f the survivors, that YHWH would bring
them back and bless them with an abundance never seen before.
The last passage to be considered in connection with the imagery of YHWH roaring
from Zion is Jer 25:30. Together with Joel 4[3]: 16, it bears the closest resemblance to
Amos 1:2:
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("As for you, you will prophesy against them all these words, and you will say to them:
YHWH will roar from on high, and from His holy place He will utter His voice;
He will roar mightily against His fold/pasturage, He will shout, like those who tread
grapes, against all the inhabitants of the earth")
Here, the prophet Jeremiah is commanded to prophesy against the nations that were
just referred to in the previous prophecy of the "Cup of God’s Wrath” (vss. 15-29).1 The
scope is universal, the prophecy is addressed against YHWH’s own fold (Judah) and
against all the inhabitants of the earth.
The pericope of Jer 25:30-38 shares very unique features with Amos 1-2. First the
reference to YHWH roaring and uttering his voice closely parallels Amos 1:2. As in Amos
3, the imagery evokes a fierce lion (Jer 25:30,38). The roar of YHWH is also compared
to the shouts of those "who tread grapes," a kind of association that already appeared in
Joel 4[3]: 13. YHWH’s action is further presented as a "violent storm" (brs tdq) that
destroys the land. In his description of the destruction of the mighty storm of YHWH,
Jeremiah especially addresses the kings of the nations to be destroyed (vss. 36-37). He
refers to them as "shepherds" (rrfn), "lords of the flocks" (]K3? i t r ) , and to their
kingdom as "their pasturage" (n rin p ), "peaceful pastures” (cfx?rt rritc). This language
closely resembles that of Amos 1:2 when it speaks of the "pastures of the shepherds"
1Judah, Egypt, Uz, Philistia, Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre, Sidon, the kingdoms of
the lands across the sea, Dedan, Tema, Buz, Arabia, the peoples of the desert, Zimri,
Elam, Media, and Babylon—all the kingdoms that were near and far away, indeed all the
kingdoms on the face of the earth.
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(trirt? rrac). It also parallels the special emphasis given to the kings of the nations
throughout the "Oracles Against the Nations” in Amos 1-2.
In Jeremiah, as in Amos, YHWH roars from His dwelling place, here referred to as
"from on high” (ciTjo) and "from His holy place” (isrtj? fjspo). The reference seemingly
speaks of the heavens as the dwelling place of YHWH, but some reference to Jerusalem
may also be implied, since previously in vs. 29 Jerusalem was called "the city upon which
My Name is called."
Finally, YHWH's roar is cast into the context of a "lawsuit.” In vs. 31, it is stated
that YHWH has a "lawsuit," "a dispute" (an) "against the nations" (c*i33), a "controversy"
(n§p:) "against all flesh"

There is not, however, a fully developed "lawsuit”

process like the ones found in Joel 4[3] (against some foreign nations) and in Amos 2
(against Israel), but the "lawsuit" here is just referred to.i
Other interesting elements in Jer 25 are the reference to YHWH bringing
disaster/evil (run) upon a city ("ro), in vs. 29, and the statement that "flight will perish/fail
from" (|D crip ipm) the shepherds, in vs. 35. The idea o f YHWH bringing disaster/evil
upon a city closely parallels Amos 3:6. The parallel is much more remarkable because
Jeremiah and Amos are the only two books in the OT where the specific act of YHWH in
bringing, or doing, disaster/evil (nan) is combined specifically with the word city (-n ?).2
■A clear "lawsuit" form can be found, however, in the prophetic address to Judah
in the beginning of the chapter (vss. 1-11), in a pericope that is intrinsically related to Jer
25:15-38. Here again, the "lawsuit" follows the form involving the speech of a judge:
I. Description of the Scene of Judgment: vss. 1-2
n . The Speech of the Judge:
A. Address to the Defendant
1. Reproach (Based on Accusation): vss. 3-6
2. Statement that the Accused has no Defense: vs. 7
HI. Pronouncement o f Guilt: vs. 7
IV. Sentence: vss. 8-11
^ f . Jer 19:15; 21:10; 25:29; 39:16; and Amos 3:6. The idea of YHWH "doing,"
"bringing," "accumulating" "disaster/evil" (run) does appear in many other places in the
OT (cf., e.g., Exod 32:14; Deut 32:23; I Sam 6:9; I Kgs 14:10; 2 Kgs 6:33; Is 45:7; Job
2:10; Dan 9:14), but the specific association with the word "city" (t j ?), in the same
sentence, is found only in Jeremiah and Amos.
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As for the statement that "flight will perish/fail from" (]D ott? T3Ki) the shepherds, it also
provides a close parallel between Jeremiah and Amos. The word "flight” (0I2?) occurs only
eight times in the OT (2 Sam 22:3; Job 11:20; Pss 59:17[ 16]; 142:5[4]; Jer 16:19; 25:35;
46:5; Amos 2:14); of these, only three times in the expression ]D era?

("flight will

perish/fail from")—Ps 142:5[4]; Jer 25:35; Amos 2:14; and once as ]D t j r ottji ("and
flight perished from”)—Job 11:20. Only in Jer 25 and Amos 2 does the expression appear
in the context of an oracle of judgment As was the case in Joel, these unique connections
show how close Jeremiah and Amos are, and how important each is for the understanding
of the other. 1
The investigation o f all the passages in the OT in which YHWH’s action is
described as roaring (a*?) and/or uttering His voice (trp jn;) yields the following results:
1. The metaphor of Amos 1:2 was first of all developed inside the book of Amos
itself in chapter 3. Accordingly, the roar of YHWH and the uttering of His voice can be
understood as the roar of a lion that is approaching, announcing that he is coming for
destruction. This roar is equated with the prophetic voice that announces YHWH’s plan
before He performs it. In this sense, the roar of YHWH in Amos 1:2 should be
understood as equal to the series of eight oracles that form the series in Amos 1-2. This
link also highlights not only the message and its content, but also the means by which this
message is transmitted (the prophet), which, as is seen below, in itself already translates an
important element of the OT covenant.
2. Joel 4[3]:I6 and Jer 25:30 are the two closest parallels to Amos 1:2 in OT. Both
passages have a number of very specific connections with the "Oracles Against the
■See the discussion on the literary affinities between Amos and Jeremiah in Zeev
Weisman, "otob "so u r n 'o * froncroi m m cos ” sco rrrrso rn'ropo," ["Stylistic
Parallels in Amos and Jeremiah, Their Implications for the Composition of Amos”]
Shnaton 1 (1975): 129-149, xxiii. Although one does not need to agree with his
conclusions concerning the composition of Amos (for Weisman, the editor o f the book of
Amos was quite familiar, if not actively involved, with the composition of Jeremiah’s
prophecies), the list of unique parallels between the two books, presented by him, is quite
interesting.
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Nations" in Amos 1-2, as well as with the rest of the book of Amos. As in Amos 1:2,
these two passages are related to a divine lawsuit. The study of the lawsuit in Amos has
shown that it was addressed against northern Israel, and that it is fundamentally based on
the Mosaic covenant. The lawsuit in Joel had a larger scope; it was raised against a number
of foreign nations that neighbored Israel (Tyre and Sidon, Phiiistia, Egypt, Edom, and the
nations around), and the reason for it was the wrong they did to God's people Israel (Joel
4[3]:2-6). In Jeremiah, the scope of the lawsuit was universal: the roar of YHWH would
reach the ends of the earth; His 3*~! ("lawsuit, dispute") was against all the nations, against
all flesh (Jer 25:31). The reason for that lawsuit was also universal: the oracle speaks in
general terms of their wickedness, injustice (371, Jer 25:31).
In Joel, the Mosaic covenant appears to stand behind the lawsuit found in chap. 4
of this book. The themes of the restoration of God's people from their captivity, judgment
against those nations who took them into exile, and the abundant blessings that will follow
the restoration, that appear so prominently in this chapter, are basic articles of the promises
of restoration blessings of the Mosaic covenant (cf. Deut 30:1-9). As in this covenant, they
are intimately related in Joel with the themes of repentance and turning of the people to God
(Joel 2:12-27)J The universal scope of the lawsuit of Jeremiah, however, calls for a more
universal basis for the judgment against all flesh depicted in the chap. 25 of that book. Can
this universal aspect of the lawsuit in Jeremiah be related to, or better still, represent an
element, or elements, of the OT covenant(s)?
3.

A number of other passages in the O T (2 Sam 22:14; Job 37:4; Pss 18:I4[13];

46:7[6]; 68:34[33]; Hos 11:10; Joel 2:11) also make usage o f the imagery of God either
roaring (aw) or uttering His voice (f t p ire). They evoke the metaphor either of a roaring
lion, or of a thunderstorm. They are all related with the notion of a divine judgment against
the nations. Usually the metaphor is used to express salvation for God's people and
•See the discussion on the literary correspondence between Joel 2:12-27 and
4[3]: 1-21 in Finley, Amos, 13-14. See also, for the covenant background of the message
of Joel 4, Wolf, Joel and Amos, 82; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, xli-xlii, 228-229; 265-271.
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judgment for their enemies, but it is also used to express God’s judgment against His own
people. In the context of judgment represented by these passages, Job 37:4 appears to be
of special interest As it is the only passage that is not inscribed inside the dialectic of
"God’s people versus its enemies/nations," it could probably be taken as representative of
the basic concept behind the metaphor. The metaphor in Job is based on God's power as
the Creator and the Ruler of humankind (Job 36-37). As Creator and Ruler, He provides
for men’s needs (Job 36:31) but also brings judgment upon them for their iniquity (Job
36:33). He is great injustice and righteousness (Job 37:23) and therefore men fear Him
(Job 37:24). If Job represents the basic concept behind the metaphor, then God's authority
to judge the nations and peoples is based on the fact that He is the Creator and Ruler of the
universe, and that He is righteous and does not accept iniquity. This could probably be
seen as the basis of the universal lawsuit of Jeremiah 25, and, as seen below, the basis also
of the indictments raised against the foreign nations in Amos. It will be seen that this
concept of God as Creator and Ruler of the universe is intrinsically related to the OT notion
of a universal covenant between YHWH and mankind. 1
4.

Remarkable and highly relevant is the association of this metaphor of YHWH

roaring and uttering His voice with the themes of the Exodus (Ps 68:8-11[7-10]); Hos
1l:l//Amos 2:9-11); idol worship (Hos 1 l:2//Amos 2:4,7-8); the presentation of YHWH
as the helper and protector o f the righteous, of the humble, and the oppressed (2 Sam
22:21-28; Pss I8:21-28[20-27]; 68:6-10[5-9], 20-24[19-23]//Amos 2:6-8); the kind of
judgment YHWH brings upon the nations/wicked (usually associated with destruction and
convulsion of nature and its elements—2 Sam 22:8, 16; Pss I8:8[7j, I6[15]; 46:3-4[2-3],
7[6]; 68:9[8], 15[14]; Joel 2:1-10); and the allusions to elements pertaining to the Davidic
covenant theology (2 Sam 22:44-51; Ps 18:44-51 [43-50]//Amos 1:2; 9:11-12). Especially
salient are the recurring references to YHWH's dwelling place; usually mention is made of
the temple at Jerusalem, of mount Zion, and of the city of Jerusalem (2 Sam 22:7; Pss
•Cf. below, 238-254.
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18:716]; 46:5-6[4-5]; 68:6[5], 18-19[17-18], 25[24], 30[29], 35-36[34-35]//Amos 1:2),
but there are references also to the heavens, to His dwelling "above" (2 Sam 22:14; Ps
18:14(13]).
These themes are of great importance to the discussion of covenantal elements in
the oracles of Amos 1-2. The covenantal aspect of the historical recall of YHWH’s acts in
the Exodus and in the history of the Israelite nation was already discussed in the previous
chapter, and is addressed again below, i The question of idol worship, and the emphasis
given to YHWH’s protection of the righteous and the needy, is dealt with further on when
dealing with the specific indictments raised against the nations, especially against Judah and
Israel.2 The study of the nature of the divine judgments against the nations is also
undertaken further on in this chapter.3 As for the elements of the Davidic theology, and
especially the emphasis on Jerusalem as the dwelling place of YHWH, they are the subject
of the section that follows.

YHWH and the Davidic
Covenant
A special emphasis is given in Amos 1:2 to the locative "from Zion” and "from
Jerusalem." This emphasis is evidenced by their placement before the verbs "to roar” and
"to utter His voice,” translating thereby a special stress on these places.
The references to Zion and to Jerusalem in Amos 1:2 are usually understood as
adverbial phrases, indicating the place from which YHWH roars and utters His voice.
Scholars such as Siegfried Wagner, John H. Hayes, Francis I. Andersen, and David Noel
Freedman, however, have understood them as a tide, as adjectives to the proper name
■Cf. above, 148-150, and below, 197-199.
2Cf.

below, 255-275.

3Cf.

below, 189-197.
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YHWH. For them, in the beginning of his oracles, Amos makes clear to everyone that it is
the YHWH of Zion and of Jerusalem who is speaking, and not any other deity. •
Andersen and Freedman have especially developed this argument. For them, the
syntax of the sentence (subject+locative+verb) indicates that the locatives "from Zion" and
"from Jerusalem” must be understood as attributes modifying YHWH, and not as adverbs
indicating the place from which YHWH speak.- The entire phrase "YHWH from Zion" is
the subject of the verb "to roar.” Elsewhere in OT, when the adverbial sense is meant, the
locative is closely related to the verb and not to the subject, as in 2 Sam 22:14 and Ps
18:14[13], which have verb+locative+subject.2 They further argue that in the religion of
Israel’s neighbors it was common to have a god identified by his/her shrine or main city of
residence, as "Baal of Sidon,” "Baal of Lebanon," "Baal from Saphon," and "Baalat of
Bybios.” These designations were used as personal names for these deities. Andersen and
Freedman built their argument further on the inscriptions discovered in the Israelite-Judean
eighth-century B.C. settlement at Quntillet ‘Ajrud, in the northern border of Sinai.3 In
these inscriptions, references are made to YHWH smm, and YHWH tmn, which they
translate as "YHWH of Samaria,"4 and "YHWH of Teman,” showing that the custom of
designating a god by his shrine was common in Israel in the time of Amos. For them,
]tsd rnrr ("YHWH from/of Zion") as a title for God occurs in many passages in the OT
(e.g., Pss 128:5, 134:3, and 135:21). "YHWH from/of Zion" as a title parallels other titles
•Wagner, "Uberlieferung," 660; Hayes, Amos, 63-64; Andersen and Freedman,
Amos, 224-225.
2?rf ]ft ]t*OT rrpr rqx33[-]D] q r p ("YHWH thunders from the heavens, and the
Most High utters Hrs voice").
3See Ze’ev Meshel, "Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, an Israelite Religious Center in Northern
Sinai," Exped 20, no. 4 (1978): 50-54; Joseph Naveh, "Graffiti and Dedications," BASOR
235 (1979): 27-30; William G. Dever, "Asherah, Consort o f Yahweh? New Evidence
from Kuntillet ‘Ajrfld," BASOR 255 (1984): 21-37; David Noel Freedman. "Yahweh of
Samaria and His Asherah," BA 50 (1987): 241-249.
4Naveh ("Graffiti," 28) disputes the translation of YHWH sm m by "YHWH of
Samaria (somron )," and reads there rather "YHWH, our gardian (som rinu)."
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for the Divinity such as cb^rr p o ("the One dwelling in Jerusalem”) in Ps 135:21, ]rx rx?
("the One who dwells in Zion”) in Ps 9 :12[11], TOO rnrr ("YHWH from/of Sinai") in Deut
33:2, and TP rtt ("the One of Sinai") in Judg 5:5.1
The problem with seeing "from Zion” or "from Jerusalem” as a title for YHWH is
that it works well with the first phrase "from Zion," which immediately follows the name
of God, but it does not work with the second one, "from Jerusalem." This second phrase
is preceded only by a conjunctive waw, and clearly denotes an adverbial phrase and not an
attribute of YHWH. The two locatives are in strict parallel in Amos 1:2, and evidently they
exercise the same syntactical function in the sentence. It is remarkable that in their
argumentation, Andersen and Freedman mention only the phrase "from Zion,” and do not
discuss at all the second locative "from Jerusalem." It is also remarkable that in the
translation they provide for this verse, they render the second locative as adverbial and not
as an attributive,* showing thereby the difficulty of applying their suggestion to both o f
them. The strict parallelism of the verse seems to demand therefore that both "from Zion”
and "from Jerusalem" be understood as adverbial phrases, indicating the place from which
YHWH exercises His action.
A good number of scholars have understood the special emphasis given to the
adverbial phrases "from Zion" and "from Jerusalem" as an indication o f Amos’s polemic
against the northern shrines of Israel, and as a vindication of the Jerusalem temple and of
Zion/Jerusalem as the sole place for the dwelling of YHWH.* For some, such an emphasis
1Andersen

and Freedman, Amos, 224-225.

*Ibid„ 218. They translate Amos 1:2 as follows:
"And he said:
Yahweh—from Zion has roared,
and from Jerusalem has given forth his voice;
and the pastures of the shepherds are in mourning,
and the peak of the Carmel is withered."
*Neher, Amos, 13; Watts, Vision and Prophecy, 77; Delcor, "Amos," 190;
Kapelrud, Central Ideas, 18; Gottlieb, "Amos,” 452-453; Motyer, Day o f the Lion, 29;
Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 301; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 26; Polley, Amos, 109-110.
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has such strong tones that it denotes a late addition to the book under the influence of late
Judaic/Jerusalemic influence, or even of the Deuteronomic theology and its emphasis on
Jerusalem as the only dwelling place of YHWH and the only legitimate place for His c u lt 1
For others, however, the views on the centrality of Jerusalem and on its uniqueness as the
dwelling place of YHWH are the common Judaic perspective of the time of Amos (e.g., the
emphasis it receives in Isaiah),2 and/or the current theological tradition since the time David
brought the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem.2
Do these adverbial phrases denote any covenantal idea, as Samuel Amsler clearly
claims they do ,4 or, as it is so often implicit in the argument of those who see in this verse
a piece of Deuteronomic theology?2
The history of how Jerusalem became Israel’s religious center par excellence is
explicitly delineated in the OT. The genesis of such a development is related in the biblical
text to David's conquest of that city and to his move to make of it not only the political
capital, but also the religious center of his kingdom. Of fundamental importance was
•Wemer H. Schmidt, "Die deuteronomistische Redaktion des Amosbuches,” ZAW
77 (1965): 171-172; Mays, Amos, 21; Georg Fohrer, "Znov, ’IepouoaXqp, ’lepoaoXupa,
’IepoaoXupiTTis: A. Zion-Jerusalem in the Old Testament," TDNT (1971), 7:310; idem.
Die Propheten des Alien Testament, vol. 1, Die Propheten des 8. Jahrhunderts
(Giitersloh: Giitersloher Verlaugshaus Gerd Mohn, 1974), 23; McKeating, Amos, 13;
Wolff, Joel and Amos, 112, 125; Koch and Collaborators, Amos, 2:122; Coote, Amos,
52-53; Soggin, Amos, 28-29.
2Neher, Amos, 13; Delcor, "Amos," 190; Rudolph, Amos, 117; Limburg, HoseaMicah, 86 ; Paul, Am os, 37.
3Kapelrud, Central Ideas, 18,35; Martin Noth, "Jerusalem and the Israelite
Tradition,” chap. in The Laws in the Pentateuch and Other Studies, trans. D. R. ApThomas (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1967), 140-141; Amsler, "Amos," 168; Martin-Achard.
Amos, 59; Martin-Achard and Re’emi, God's People, 13; Gary Smith, Amos, 26, 28.
4Amsler,

"Amos," 168.

5They usually see Amos 1:2 as reflecting Deut 12:5’s exhortation to seek YHWH
only in the place where He would choose to put His name and make of it His habitation.
This verse is central to the Deuteronomic covenant theology, and therefore, inriirafpc the
late origin o f Amos 1:2. Cf. Werner Schmidt, "Deuteronomistische Redaktion," 171-172;
Fohrer, "Zicoi/," 309-310; and Coote, Amos, 52-53.
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David's act o f bringing the ark of the covenant to Jerusalem. The details of these events are
presented in 2 Sam 5-6.
Although fundamental for the understanding of the development of the religious
importance o f Jerusalem in the OT, David s political and religious decisions are not enough
to explain, and above all to validate, the election of Jerusalem as YHWH’s dwelling place
in the eyes o f David's contemporary countrymen. As Roland de Vaux and others have
perceived, it is the divine oracle delivered by the prophet Nathan in 2 Sam 7, with its
promise of an eternal dynasty to David in conjunction with the erection of the Temple in
Jerusalem, that will provide the basis for the development of the religious traditions related
to Jerusalem . 1
YHWH’s covenant with David and the divine election o f Jerusalem as YHWH’s
dwelling place were since then interrelated, and one was understood in conjunction with the
other.2 These two key elements were frequently highlighted in Solomon’s speech and
prayer for the dedication of the Temple in I Kgs 8. They come over and over again in
passages such as I Kgs 11:13, 32, 36; and Pss 2:6; 78:67-71; 132. Is there, however, any
connection between the references to Zion and Jerusalem in Amos 1:2 and the Davidic
covenant?
For some, like Martin Noth and Roland de Vaux, there is no connection between
the two of them in the book of Amos. They stressed that this point is made clear by the fact
(Roland de Vaux, "Jerusalem et les prophetes," RB 73 (1966): 482-488; Samuel
Abramsky and Joshua O. Leibowitz, "Jerusalem: in Judaism: in the Bible," Encyclopaedia
Judaica (1971), 9:1549-1550; Roberts, "Zion in the Theology," 105; Jon D. Levenson,
Sinai and Zion: An Entry into the Jewish Bible (Minneapolis: Winston Press, 1985),
97-101.
2For the discussion on the Davidic date and origin of the traditions on the covenant
with David and on the election of Jerusalem, see the studies of J. J. M. Roberts, "The
Davidic Origin of the Zion Tradition," JBL 92 (1973): 329-344; idem, "Zion Tradition,"
IBD, supplementary vol. (1976), 985-987; idem, "Zion in the Theology," 105-108. See
also Noth, "Jerusalem," 135-136; John H. Hayes, "The Tradition of Zion's Inviolability,"
JBL 82 (1963): 420; Abramsky and Leibowitz, "Jerusalem," 1550; Jon D. Levenson,
"Zion Traditions," ABD (1992), 6:1100.
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that no reference is made to David when the prophet speaks of Zion and Jerusalem, and
also there is no reference to Zion and Jerusalem when the restoration of the Davidic
kingdom is addressed in the last chapter of the book. For these scholars, in Amos and the
other preexilic prophets, Jerusalem is seen only as the shrine of YHWH’s sanctuary. Due
to the corruption of the Davidic lineage and the loss of their power and influence, there
occurred a dissociation of the two concepts (the Davidic covenant and the election of
Jerusalem) once so intimately associated. In the preexilic prophets, these two concepts
were simply not brought into relationship with each other. 1
Two important points militate against these conclusions, however. First, the list of
nations addressed in the oracles in Amos 1-2, and the study of the historical circumstances
in the time of Amos, indicate that these oracles were cast against the background of a strong
expectation for the restoration of the Davidic empire.2 Second, the structure of the book
draws into a close relationship the elements of the book of Amos that are specifically related
to the Davidic covenant3
The prophecies of Amos, as they are organized in the book now, start with YHWH
roaring from Zion, uttering His voice from Jerusalem in a series of oracles of judgments
against the nations that once were part of the Davidic/Solomonic kingdom, or were closely
associated with it (the case of Tyre). In the chapters that follow the "Oracles Against the
Nations," there are a number of very negative oracles addressed mainly against the northern
shrines and against those who worship at them (Amos 3:14; 4:4-5; 5:4-6; 7:9; 8:3, 14; 9:1).
It is important to remember that the biblical history traces the origin of these shrines, and
the subsequent apostasy of northern Israel, back to the attempt of Jeroboam to restrain the
people from going up and worshiping in Jerusalem, for he was afraid that their hearts
would turn back to the house of David (1 Kgs 12:26-33). The basic elements of true
tNoth, "Jerusalem,” 139-141; de Vaux, "Jerusalem,” 492-494.
2Cf.

above, 60-63.

3Cf.

above, 173-179.
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worship of YHWH, sanctuary/ies, and kingship that appear in 1 Kgs 12 are intimately
interconnected in the prophecies of Amos, and form an important aspect of his message.1
Finally, the book of Amos concludes with a pericope that speaks of the restoration of the
Davidic kingship and kingdom over all Israel, over the remnant of Edom and over all the
nations called by the name of YHWH (Amos 9:11-12). This pericope is closely tied in the
general structure o f the book to the introductory "Oracles Against the Nations.”
The brief survey above shows that fundamental elements of the OT Davidic
covenant theology (i.e., Davidic kingship, Jerusalem as YHWH's dwelling place, and the
true worship of YHWH) form a continuous thread throughout the entire prophetic book.
Furthermore, the book opens and closes with prophetic oracles concerning the restoration
of the Davidic kingdom. One could conclude, therefore, that the reference to Zion and
Jerusalem in Amos 1:2 does evoke YHWH’s covenant with David, which is one of the key
elements of the prophecies of Amos.2 Noth’s and de Vaux’s remarks seem to miss this
important connection because they take the reference to Jerusalem as the dwelling place of
YHWH and the prediction of the restoration of the Davidic kingdom in isolation, and not in
their interrelationship to each other and to the rest of the book.3
■Amos 7:9-12 also makes clear the close interrelationship between both the
religious institutions of northern Israel and the northern Israelite kingship.
2See Gottlieb, "Amos," 430-463; Mauchline, "Implicit Signs,” 288-290; Rudolph,
Amos, 281-282; Wagner, "Uberlegungeq," 653-670; Watts, Basic Patterns, 114; idem,
"Images of Yahweh: God in the Prophets,” in Studies in Old Testament Theology, ed.
Robert L. Hubbard, Jr., Robert K. Johnston, and Robert P. Meye (Dallas: Word
Publishing, 1992), 137; Christensen, Prophecy and War, 55-57; Koch, Prophets, 1:6970,75; Adam Chun-Wing Lee, "The Concept o f Kingship in the Book of the Twelve"
(Ph.D. dissertation. Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1986), 126-134; Hubbard,
Joel and Amos, 114, 239-242; Polley, Amos, 28-175; Paul, Amos, 288-292.
3The same criticism can be raised against their treatment of these themes in the other
preexilic prophets. They isolate each theme so much that they fail to see any connection
between Jerusalem as the dwelling of YHWH and the promises of the Davidic covenant,
even in such a book as Isaiah!
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YHWH and the Covenant
Curses of Fire and War
Amos 1:2 concludes with the results of YHWH’s roan "the pastures of the
shepherds mcum/wither and the top of the Carmel dries up.” The imagery evoked here has
been usually understood in terms of a drought. The roar of YHWH seems then to produce
a devastating drought that affects everything in the region, from the "pastures of the
shepherds" (lowland or desert regions) to the "top of the Carmel" (highlands or luxuriant
forests ) .1
Some scholars, however, have understood it in a different way. For John D. W.
Watts and J. A. Motyer, it is a question here of the judgment of fire that is referred to
repeatedly in the "Oracles Against the Nations" (Amos 1:4,7, 10, 12,14; 2:2, 5 ).2
Wilhelm Rudolph interpreted the end of Amos 1:2 as describing the result of the earthquake
referred to in Amos 1:1, and again in the beginning of vs. 2 in the reference to the
roar/thunder of YHWH. The "pastures of the shepherds" moum (b5«), because the
shepherds fled in terror, abandoning them. The top of the Carmel "is ashamed" (reading
m3 ["to be ashamed”], and not mr ["to dry up"]), because it can offer no protection in face
of the earthquake.2 For Meir Weiss, the world's reaction to the revelation of YHWH is the
theme in question. God acts. He "roars. . . utters His voice"; the world reacts, "the
pastures of the shepherds moum/wither. . . the top of the Carmel dries up.” With God’s
revelation the existent becomes nonexistent The action of God is an active one: voice,
expression of life. The reaction of the world is passive: death, silence. The Lord is not
seen; we only hear that He is. The world is not heard; we only see that it is not.* Gary V.
Smith understood it to be just an illustration of the devastation produced by YHWH, and
■See Mays, Amos, 22; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 125; Soggin, Amos, 29; S tuart
Hosea-Jonah, 300-301; Hayes, Am os, 65; Chisholm, M inor Prophets, 76-77; Paul,
Amos, 38-42; Niehaus, "Amos,” 338.
2Watts,

Vision and Prophecy, 77; Motyer, Day o f the Lion, 29.

^Rudolph, Amos, 115-116.
4Weiss,

Bible from Within, 219, 221.
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remarked further that lack of rain is not a central theme in Amos. 1 For Thomas J. Finley,
the imagery of a devastating drought is used only figuratively, as a hyperbole, for the
destruction that will be produced by the Assyrian army.2
One of the main reasons for these alternative interpretations is that little or no
connection is seen between a drought and the roaring/uttering of YHWH's voice. It is
argued that a roar, or a thunder, does not produce drought; hence the verse speaks of
something else.3 This argumentation is built upon the need for logic between cause and
effect. The need for such logic is however doubtful in the literary field. As Meir Weiss
remarked, the power and artistic beauty of many literary pieces, even of today, reside often
in the "lack of logic," in its self-contradictory meaning and characteristics unacceptable to
reason.4 More important, however, is the fact that the association between roar/thunder
and drought is not uncommon in the ANE,5 and the prophet's audience might have
understood the metaphor in that sense.
Some scholars have recognized in Amos 1:2b a reference to the covenant curse of
drought in the Mosaic covenant (Lev 26:19; Deut 28:22-24).6 Douglas Stuart went a step
■Gary Smith, Amos, 27.
2Finley,

Amos, 131.

3Not all however argue on these lines. Watts, Motyer, and Weiss do not base their
interpretation on such supposedly logical and irreconcilable conflicts.
4Weiss,

Bible from Within, 202-203.

5Cf. W. G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature (Oxford: Clarendon, I960),
193; Weiss, Bible from Within, 214; and Paul, Amos, 41. In the Babylonian Fable o f
the Fox (MS b = VAT 13836) a dispute between the dog, the fox, and the wolf is
described. In the midst of this dispute, the dog praises his own strength by comparing
himself to a lion and by saying that his bellow causes the mountains and the rivers to dry
up. It is described as follows:
"The Dog opened his mouth as he bayed, fearful to them was his bellow, their
hearts were so overcome that they secreted gall. 'My strength is overpowering, I am the
claw of the Zfl-bird, a very lion. My legs run faster than winged birds, at my terrible
bellow the mountains and rivers dry up [etanabbala]"
6Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 300-301; Chisholm, M inor Prophets, 76-77; Niehaus,
"Amos," 338.
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further and recognized in the verse not only a reference to the curse of drought but also to a
futility curse. He argued that the thunder of YHWH (f?? 105 ["He utters His voice”]) is
usually related to rain and fertility, but in Amos 1:2 it produces drought. Hence, instead of
an expected rain, those who hear YHWH thundering will receive drought. This
unexpected result points to the futility curse (Lev 26:16,20; Deut 28:20, 29,30-31,33,
38-41).i
Is the description of the results of the roar of YHWH in Amos 1:2b a reference to
the curses of the Mosaic covenant? The language of the final part of this verse is quite
peculiar; the terms are rare, thereby opening the door for much speculation on what they
really mean.2 In the OT, the expression c*jnrt trie ("the pastures of the shepherds") as
such appears only in Amos 1:2. A singular, undeterminate form c*n*i rrc ("pasture of
shepherds") appears once in Jer 33:12. The expression bq-qin

("the top/head of

Carmel”) is equally rare, occurring only three times in the OT (I Kgs 18:42; Amos 1:2;
9:3). The verbs

("to mourn/dry up") and in', ("to dry up, wither") occur only three

times also in association to one another (Amos 1:2; Jer 12:4; 23:10). What do they refer
to?
r u in mtc ("the pastures
o f tile shepherds )
The expression c*3*i rrc ("pasture of shepherds") in Jer 33:12 appears in the context
of a prophecy of salvation, which speaks about the restoration o f Judah and Israel from
their exile (vs. 7), under the reign of the promised Davidic king, the righteous Branch (vss.
14-26). The expression c*n”i rrp ("pasture of shepherds”) does not refer to the pasturages,
■Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 300-301.
^ e e Weiss, Bible from Within, 207-216, for a survey o f the different proposals.
See also Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 226-229, for whom the rare terms used here are
intended in order to take the reader between the boundaries of the geographical and the
cosmical, of reality and myth.
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grazing fields, located in the wilderness. It is rather a reference to the cities and villages of
Judah, the places where shepherds actually live.
Few other passages in the OT bring the two terms, csr\ ("shepherds”) and rn;
("pasture"), together, especially in the context of a prophetic oracle. Besides Amos 1:2 and
the passage above in Jer 33:2, only Jer 23:1-8; 25:34-37; Ezek 34; and Zeph 2:6 do so.
In Jer 23:1-8, one finds an oracle that pronounces a woe and a judgment (vss. 1-2)
against the "shepherds" (C2h) of God’s people (i.e. its leaders), for having destroyed and
scattered YHWH’s flock (His people) instead of taking care of it. The rest o f the oracle
speaks about salvation (vss. 3-8), about how YHWH would gather the remnant of His
flock from all the countries to which they were scattered, and would bring them back to
"their own fold/pasture" (7771;), to "their own land" (cnjiK), vss. 3 and 8 . YHWH would
set over them "shepherds" (trjj*i) who would take care of them, and above all. He would
raise up the David king, the righteous Branch, who would reign over His people (vss. 46).

Here in this verse, the shepherds are the political and religious leaders of God's

people, and the "fold/pasture" (rrt;) is the land of Israel.
In Jer 25, one is back to a chapter that shares many common elements with Amos
1-2.* in vss. 34-37 o f this chapter, YHWH addresses the kings/govemors of the nations
as "shepherds" (c*^), as "the lords of the flock” (]Kkn ~riR), and admonishes them to
"wail" (V r-), and to "cry out" (par), for YHWH was destroying/devastating (T $ ) "their
pasture" (crrinn), their "peaceful folds/pastures” (c?x?ri rntc). Here again, the term tr:r.
("shepherds”) is used in reference to the leaders of a nation, and rn: ("pasture") to indicate
the nations. Furthermore, in vs. 30, YHWH roars against "His fold” (vn;), i.e. His people
Judah.
In Ezek 34, the leaders of God’s people are again addressed as "shepherds” (trs'i),
and are indicted for not taking care of God's people, and for having ruled over them with
force and harshness. Because of them, YHWH’s flock was scattered all over the face of
■Cf. above, 168-170.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

184
the earth, and became food for all kinds of beasts. God, Himself, would then search for
His sheep, and gathered them from all over into their own land (cnjuft), into the mountains
of Israel, which would be "their own pasture” (crn;), vss. 13-14. YHWH would be their
God, and David their "shepherd" (ntfi), vss. 23-24. Here again, the nation's leaders are
referred to as crnh ("shepherds") and the land of Israel as rn; ("pasture").
In Zeph 2:6, one finds an oracle of judgment against the Philistine cities o f Gaza,
Ashkelon, Ashdod, and Ekron. These cities would be destroyed and become a desolated
and uninhabited place, a place of "pastures with caves for shepherds" (csh rYo rri). The
association here between "shepherds” (cs'i) and "fold/pasture" (rn;) evokes the basic
meaning of a place where shepherds would take their flocks to graze.
In the quest for the understanding of the expression C irti rite ("the pastures of the
shepherds”), special attention should also be given to the use of the expression -qnan rite
("the pastures of the desert"), which some consider to be the form from which the rare
rrc ("pasture o f shepherds") is derived, ■ It is used six times in the OT, twice in
Jeremiah (9:9(10]; 23:10), three times in Joel (1:19-20; 2:22), and once in the Psalms
(65:13(12]).
In Jer 9:9, YHWH is described as taking up "weeping and wailing” (tc i *33 ) over
"the mountains” (trrrrri) and "lament" (rq*p) over "the pastures of the desert” ( ts td rritc),
because they are laid waste and nobody passes through, the noise of cattle is not heard on
them, and both birds and beasts have fled from them. Clearly, the reference in this passage
is to the pastures o f the wilderness in the plain sense. Remarkable for the understanding of
Amos 1:2 is the usage in parallelism of "the mountains” ( r m ) and "the pastures o f the
desert” (1970 rrac), and the theme of lamentation and weeping because of their destruction.
Jer 23:10 is quite close to Amos 1:2, and is treated again below in reference to its
usage of t7y$ ("to mourn/dry up”) and o r ("to dry up, wither"). In this verse, the prophet
Jeremiah states that "the land" (nW ) "mourns/withers” (rtan), and "the pastures o f the
■Cf. Paul, Am os, 40.
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desert” (t? td rrac) "dry up” O or) because of the "curse" (rfrK). The reason for the curse
is the wickedness of the prophets and the priests of Judah. Here too, the reference seems
to be to the pastures in the wilderness of Judah.
In Joel 1:19-20, the reference to "the pastures of the desert” CVTQrt rritc) appears
twice. These verses speak of a "fire” (s») that devours "the pastures of the desert"
(t^tq [rt] rrac), and of a "flame"

that bums all "the trees of the field" (rn^n •*?).

The reference again is to the wilderness of Judah; the fire and the flame are actually a
reference to a plague of locusts of which Joel 1 speaks, and reference is also made in the
chapter to weeping and lamentation (vss. 5 , 8 , 11, 13-14, 18,20) because of the desolation
and destruction o f the land.
The last two occurrences of the "pastures of the desert" (T^iart rritc), Joel 2:22 and
Ps 65:13[12], are set in another tone. Joel 2:22 speaks of the restoration of the land of
Judah that will follow the repentance of God's people. YHWH would pour down
abundant rain upon the land, and "the pastures of the desert” (~c^iq rftc) would become
green, and the land would produce an abundance of grain and fruit. The land, the beasts,
and the people are conjured to fear not, but rather rejoice and be glad. In Ps 65:13[12],
praises are given to God who crowns the year with bounty by bringing abundant rain upon
the land. "The pastures of the desert” (-970 rrjc) drip, the "hills" (rrj^u) gird themselves
with joy. The reference again is to the wilderness in the land of Judah (probably of the
entire Israel in the Psalm).
7dt?.7 cat4? ("the top/head
of Carmel")
As already stated, the expression as such appears again only in 1 Kgs 18:42 and
Amos 9:3. The book of I Kings speaks of the "top/head of Carmel" as the place where
Elijah went to pray for rain. The exact location here referred to cannot be identified with
precision. The place of Elijah's confrontation with the prophets of Baal is commonly
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identified with El-Muhraka (i.e., "place of burning"), a platform just below the summit on
the southern edge, some sixteen hundred feet above sea level, with the brook Kishon (Nahr
el-Muqatta‘) below. • The "top/head of Carmel" could then be the summit just above this
platform.
In Amos 9:3, the top of Carmel is referred to as one of the places in which people
could not hide themselves from the judgments of YHWH. In the verse, the "top/head of
Carmel" (bq-pn dto) is set in parallel with the "bottom of the sea” (crs spip). Francis F.
Andersen and David N. Freedman suggested that the reference to the "top of the Carmel”
here implies a mythical, legendary place, since it is associated in the verse with the Sheol,
heavens, bottom of the sea, and the sea serpent.2 The plain meaning of the mountainous
range in northern Israel is quite possible, however, as is indicated by the similar polarity
between the Carmel mountain and the sea in Jer 46:18. This verse in Jeremiah compares
the superiority of Nebuchadnezzar over the pharaoh of Egypt to the towering position of
Mount Tabor in relation to neighboring terrain and that of Mount Carmel in relation to the
sea.3 The close proximity of the Carmel range to the sea, or probably more exactly the fact
that the northern promontory (470 ft/143 m.) rises sharply from the sea shore, seems to be
behind the reference to Mount Carmel in polarity with the sea in Jeremiah. The "top/head
of Carmel" and the "bottom of the sea” indicate two opposite extremes, one high above and
the other down below. This same polarity can be the case in Amos 9:3, and there would be
no need therefore to resort to a mythological understanding of the verse.
■Norman H. Snaith, "I Kings: Exegesis," in The Interpreter’s Bible, ed. George
Arthur Buttrick et al. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1980), 3:153.
2Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 837.
3The text reads "and like Carmel by the sea” (t73 bo-ppt).
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("to mourn/wither") and
eS; ("to dry up, wither")
The association of these two verbs together, as already mentioned, appears again
only in Jer 12:4 and 23:10 in the OT. Jer 12:4 belongs to a prayer in which Jeremiah asks
God how long would the wicked prosper and the treacherous thrive. The prayer ends with
the questions: "How long will the land (n ??) moum/wither (bjw'i) and the grass o f every
field (rnyrrt? com) dry up (on)?" The imagery here evokes a wilderness that suffers and
withers because of the wickedness of the people.
As for Jer 23:10, as seen above, the verse is part of an oracle that condemns the
prophets and the priests of Judah for their wickedness. Because of the "curse” (nbK), "the
land” (fw n) "mourns/withers” (rta«), and “the pastures of the desert" (-qno rritc) "dry
up" Ck± t). The language and imagery of the verse are really close to that of Amos 1:2b,
and it is quite remarkable that the description of a drought is brought in relationship to the
"curse" (nbts) element.
The elements of mourning and wailing, drought and desolation, are many times
evoked in oracles of judgment. The passages studied above of Jer 9:9; 23:10; 25:34-37;
Joel 1:5, 8, 11, 13-14, 18,20 are evidences of that. The contrary is also true: gladness and
rejoicing, fertility and abundance are related to the oracles of salvation (Joel 2:22, Ps
65:13[ 12]; see also Isa 35:1-2).
The study o f the passages that use expressions similar or closely related to those of
Amos 1:2b thus yields the following results:
1.

rrshn rritc ("the pastures of the shepherds”): "Shepherd" (run) and "pasture"

(m;) are usually used, in the prophetic oracles of the OT, in a figurative sense, as a
reference to the leaders of a country/people, to a country, or to a people itself. The closest
expression found in the OT, cun rrc ("pasture of shepherds") in Jer 33:12, is used as a
reference to the cities and villages of Judah. The parallel expression, "giair rate ("the
pastures of the desert"), however, is usually used in reference to pasturage, grazing fields.
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found in the wilderness of Israel. The elements of wailing and mourning, destruction and
drought, are evoked both in the passages that speak of countries, and in those that refer to
pastures in the wilderness. "Mountains” (cn?) and "hills" (rrinqa) are used in parallel to
■qiQrr rrac ("the pastures of the desert"), in Jer 9:9 and in Ps 65:13[12], thus resembling
the parallelism between

Hite (“the pastures of the shepherds") and bq-pri otn ("the

top/head of Carmel") in Amos 1:2. Jer 23:10 uses "pion rraq ("the pastures of the desert")
in association with bqR ("to mourn/wither") and n r (”to dry up, wither").
In view of all these data, what does c*s*Tn frac ("the pastures of the shepherds")
refer to? To countries, to peoples, or to pasturages in the wilderness? The language is
definitely related to the passages that speak of "enar: rrac ("the pastures of the desert”) and
apparently derives from it. The fact, however, that Amos 1:2 uses the rare crtfrt rrac ("the
pastures of the shepherds"), instead of the most common expression "pTOn rri«; ("the
pastures of the desert"), could be taken as an indicator that Amos 1:2b is concerned more
with countries and peoples than with the grazing fields of the wilderness. The widespread
figurative usage of "shepherd” (run) and "pasture" (rn;), pointed out above, corroborates
such a conclusion. 1 Placed at the introduction of the "Oracles Against the Nations,"
c*nn rritc ("the pastures of the shepherds") points to the nations and their leaders to be
addressed in these oracles.
2.bq-pn ran ("the top/head of Carmel”): This rare expression usually indicates
some high elevation in the Carmel range. Its parallelism with c*mn rrac ("the pastures of
the shepherds") in Amos 1:2, however, argues for a figurative understanding of the
expression in this verse, apparently as a reference to the Israelite nation herself, which is
the goal and climax of the series of oracles in Amos 1-2.2
i Arvid S. Kapelrud already argued for the figurative meaning o f c*n*rt rric ("the
pastures of the shepherds") a few decades ago. See Kapelrud, Central Ideas, 19.
2Ibid- Kapelrud, however, sees the reference to the "top of the Carmel" as
applying to the king of northern Israel instead of to Israel herself.
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3.*73«("to moum/dry up”) and m ’ (”to dry up, wither”): Mourning and withering
are actions commonly evoked in oracles that speak of the judgment of God against nations
and individuals. Jer 23:10 brings in an interesting dimension by relating these verbs of
distress to the element of "curse” (nb«) when it states that it was because of the ”curse“
(nb*t) that the "land” (ns*7 ) "mourns/withers” (nbqn), and "the pastures of the desert”
(i? 7 P rritc) "dry up” 0 d3 ').

The term rfa* ("curse”) basically conveys the idea of the pronunciation of a
conditional curse. In the OT, it appears in legal contexts as a pronunciation of a "curse”
(rfrK) upon a guilty party in order to punish him for a wrongdoing already done, or in order
to prevent him from doing it.1 It also appears in the context of ratification of treaties, as an
"oath” taken by one of the parties, or by both parties involved, as a form of self-cursing
against unfaithfulness to the treaty dispositions, or as a "curse” pronounced by the overlord
upon his vassal in case o f infidelity to the treaty.2 In a similar way, nb», either as "curse”
or "oath,” plays an important role in the covenant between YHWH and Israel. In Deut
29:19[20],

("curse”) refers back to all the curses written in that book that would fall

upon those of stubborn heart, who would not pay attention to the commands of YHWH's
covenant and think in themselves that nothing would happen to them. The term nbK
("curse, oath") could be used as a synonym to r n a ("covenant”), as in Deut 29:18[19] and
(In Judg 17:2, Micah returns the pieces of silver which he had stolen from his
mother, because she had pronounced a curse upon the thief. In Num 5:11-31, a law
prescribes that a man who is suspicious of the fidelity of his wife should bring her to the
priest, who would pronounce a curse upon her and make her drink "the water of
bitterness,” while offering a sacrifice to God. If she were guilty, the curse would take
effect and make her body swell and her thigh to fall away (vs. 22). In 1 Sam 14:24, Saul
places his people under a curse, so that they would not stop to eat instead of pursuing their
enemies until the evening.
2Gen 26:28; Ezek 17:13, 16, 18; Hos 10:4.
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in the hendiadys o f Deut 29:11 [ 12], 13[ 14] ("to enter into a covenant and a curse”; "to
make a covenant and a curse").1
Does the "curse” (rfp«) in Jer 23:10 imply a covenant curse? The close parallel
found in Isa 24:4-6 points in that direction, as Herbert Chanan Brichto remarked:?
:pw rrca cn q th n« bon nbo; ribbons ptjsrt 'nbg; nbat*
:cbin*rf“Q ran pft'abn rfrin ftir V mao* hnE hmn
ngip r a t
rib
sj'T tf ixfcy n $ 7fjh$ nb« p-ba
("the earth moums/dries up and withers, the world languishes and withers,
the highest o f the people o f the earth waste away.
The earth is defiled beneath its inhabitants, for they have transgressed the laws,
they have changed the statute, they have broken the eternal covenant.
Therefore, a curse devours the earth, and its inhabitants are held guilty.
Therefore, the inhabitants of the earth are scorched, and few men are left.”)
This passage in Isaiah has many pertinent parallels not only to Jer 23,3 but also to
other passages that speak of YHWH’s judgment against the nations, including Amos 1-2.
The passage is set in a universal context; it speaks of YHWH’s judgment against the
nations o f the world, and against God’s people themselves.4 One of the important
■For a detailed discussion on nb» ("curse, oath”) see Ira M. Price, "The Oath in
Court Procedure in Early Babylonia and the Old Testament,” JAOS 49 (1929): 22-29;
Sheldon H. Blank, "The Curse, Blasphemy, the Spell, and the Oath," HUCA 23, part 1
(1950-1951): 73-95; Gene M. Tucker, "Covenant Forms and Contract Forms," V T 15
(1965): 487-503; Herbert Chanan Brichto, The Problem o f "Curse" in the Hebrew Bible,
corrected reprint, JBLJvlS, no. 13 (Philadelphia: Society of Biblical Literature, 1968), 2276; Josef Scharbert, "nbfc dlah,” TDOT (1974), 1:261-266; Kalluveettil, Declaration and
Covenant, 19; C. A. Keller, "nb* 'did Verfluchung," 77/AT (1984), 1:149-152.
?Brichto, Problem o f "Curse," 34-36.
3Ibid., 36. Brichto pointed out some close parallels in terminology and imagery
such as: Isa 24:4 f^n.-JTboK ("the earth moums/dries up”) // Jer 23:10
"??? ("the
earth moums/dries up"); Isa 24:5 nsqn ("is defiled") // Jer 23:11 scrr ("are defiled”); Isa
24:4 p|i$n nbo; ("the earth withers"), bar. rfpai ("the world withers”) // Jer 23:10
totd rrac wo* ("the pastures of the desert wither”); common reference to the transgressions
of the leaders of the people; and reference to the inexorable working of the nb$ ("curse”),
invoked to guard the covenant’s inviolability.

4As John D. W. Watts demonstrated (Isaiah 1-33, WBC, vol. 24 [Waco, TX:
Word Books, 1985], 310-311, 320-322), there is no need to consider this passage as a part
of a late apocalyptic composition inserted very late in the prophetic corpus of the book of
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contributions of this verse to the discussion on the "Oracles Against the Nations" in the OT
is the introduction of the notion of an "eternal covenant" (cbto m 3 ). The nations are
condem ned for having broken this covenant and transgressed against its commandments

and dispositions. The covenant in question seemingly refers back to God's covenant with
Noah (Gen 9), as the constant usage of the universal terminology and themes of this
covenant in the passage indicates.1 Another important contribution of this passage in Isaiah
is its development of the role that the "curse" (nb«) plays in the context of YHWH’s
judgment against the nations.
The element of "curse" (rfa*) is an important one in the OT covenant(s), and
especially relevant in the Mosaic covenant. As seen above, this element is also present in
the context of judgment against the nations in Isa 24 and in Jer 23:10, this latter verse being
Isaiah (those who argue for a late date have proposed dates from the sixth to the third
centuries B.C., some even the second century B.C.; see the survey of the discussion in
Dan Gilbert Johnson, "Devastation and Restoration: A Compositional Study of Isaiah 2427" [Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton Theological Seminary, 1985], 1-15).
The passage itself follows the flow of the prophetic presentation of YHWH’s
judgment against die nations through the instrumentality of the Assyrian power, "the rod of
His anger” (Isa 10:5), presented in chaps. 10-23 of Isaiah. The themes and terminology of
chaps. 10-23 appear again in chap. 24, showing thereby their interconnection and
relationship. The "whole earth" Qptcrb?) would be destroyed (Isa 10:23; 13:5 // 24:3-6,
19-20), and the "world” (b3n) punished for its evil and would become a desert (Isa 13:11;
14:17, 21 // 24:4). The "cities" (T3, rrnp) of the world Ct3F») would be destroyed and lie
in ruins (14:17, 21,31; 17:1-2,9 // 24:10, 12). "Man” (CT»,<Ji$) would perish on the
land, and become few and scarce (Isa 13:12 // 24:6); the inhabitants of the earth would be
punished for their sins (Isa 18:3 // 24:1,5,6). The Assyrian power would bring utter
destruction to all the regions of the Ancient Near East. All the nations and the important
cities of the region would be devastated, among them Israel, Babylon, Philistia, Moab,
Damascus, Egypt, Sidon, Tyre, and others.
■See study of the passage in Vogels, God's Universal Covenant, 33-34; and
Robert Murray, The Cosmic Covenant: Biblical Themes o f Justice, Peace and the
Integrity o f Creation, HeyM, no. 7 (London: Sheed & Ward, 1992), 16-26. See also the
biblical commentaries on Isaiah by: George Buchanan Gray, A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on The Book o f Isaiah I-XXXIX, ICC (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1912),
1:411; Otto Kaiser, Isaiah 13-39: A Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1974), 182-184; Watts, Isaiah 1-33, 315-322; and John N. Oswalt, The Book o f Isaiah.
Chapters 1-39, NICOT, vol. 23/1-2 (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1986),
446.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

192
one of the closest parallels to Amos 1:2b in the OT. This close parallelism between the
Isaiah passage and Amos and Jeremiah would then argue for seeing the references to
mourning/drying up of the pastures of the shepherds and the withering of the top of Carmel
as related to the action of the OT covenant curse/s.
If the action o f a covenant curse is described in Amos 1:2b, then what curse is in
question here? Is it the curse of drought from the Mosaic covenant, as suggested by Stuart,
Chisholm, and Niehaus? 1 Is there also question o f a futility curse in the verse, as Stuart
proposed?^
Though the verbs bjK ("to moum/dry up”) and dt. ("to dry up, wither") describe a
situation of drought and devastation, it is questionable that the cause of such a situation is
the lack of rain, as is the case in the covenant curse of drought (Lev 26:19 and Deut 28:2224). The passages that are closely related to Amos 1:2 use these verbs, or their close
parallels, in order to describe rather a devastation produced by war, by the sword (Jer
9:9[10]-16[17]; 12:4, 12-13:25:31-38). Sometimes, this war imagery is metaphorically
referred to as a scorching fire that comes from YHWH and consumes the world, the
nations, and their people (Isa 24:6; Joel 1:19-2:11). In this context, Amos 1:2 would not
speak of the curse of drought, but of war and fire.
As for the futility curse, it is much less convincing that Amos 1:2 has anything to
do with it. The study of the imagery of YHWH roaring as a lion and uttering His voice
from Zion/Jerusalem^ has shown that it is used to convey the idea of YHWH’s judgment
against nations, peoples, and even individuals. It has little connection with actual rain and
fertility o f the land. Therefore, Douglas Stuart's suggestion of a hint of futility curses in
tStuart, Hosea-Jonah, 300-301; Chisholm, M inor Prophets, 76-77; Niehaus,
"Amos," 338.
^Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 301.
3Cf.

above, 155-173.
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the verse (drought, instead o f an expected rain)1 seems unsubstantiated by the biblical
texts. Furthermore, the passages that deal with the futility curses (Lev 26:16,20; Deut
28:29,30-31, 33,38-41) are very specific. They deal with the lack of success in whatever
a man would do. The focus of these curses is the total failure of the human actions and
dedicated efforts.2 Unexpected drought is not part of the futility curses. Furthermore, the
curse of drought is not connected to an unsuccessful human action, as the futility curses
are, but to the direct act of God (Lev 26:19; Deut 28:22-4): YHWH would turn the sky
above like iron, and the ground below like bronze; He would turn the rain of the country
into dust and powder, and make such dust come down from heaven upon the accursed
ones.
The language of Amos 1:2b most likely evokes the destruction by war or by a fierce
fire from YHWH. This gives support then to the suggestions of John D. W. Watts and
J. A. Motyer ("judgment of fire”),3 Gary V. Smith ("devastation by YHWH”),4 and
Thomas J. Finley ("destruction by an army").5
The theme of a devastation by war and fire would then be introduced in Amos 1:2b,
to be developed thoroughly in Amos 1-2 by the recurring reference to YHWH’s judgment
by fire (m T2*rn\T,rt>cn ["I will send/set fire"]—Amos 1:4, 7, 10, 12, 14; 2:2, 5), and by
a number of terms that speak of warfare (deposition of kings and rulers, destruction o f the
population, exile, shouting in the day of battle, sound of trumpet, etc.). The divine
'Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 300-301.
2He would sow his seeds, but his enemies would eat it; he would work hard, but
his land would not yield fruit; he would pledge to marry a woman, but someone else would
take her; he would build a house, but would not live in it; he would plant a vineyard, but
would not enjoy its fruit; his cattle would be killed before him, but he would not eat of
them; he would have olive trees, but would not use their oil; he would have sons and
daughters, but he would not keep them.
3Watts, Vision and Prophecy, 77; Motyer, Day o f the Lion, 29.
4Gary Smith, Am os, 27.
5Finley,

Amos, 131.
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judgment by Ore and the destruction by warfare are drawn together in Amos 1-2, and seem
to speak of the same unique reality of judgment by YHWH. 1
The study of the expressions o r n'apXrfa? ("send fire") and Or rry rr\rir ("set
fire"), in the OT, confirms the conclusions derived from the parallel passages of Amos
1:2b. Many times, these verbal expressions speak of the destruction of cities, land, and
countries through fire/s set up by an army in a context of war.2 They are used also, as in
Amos 1-2, to speak about the direct action of YHWH, of His judgment by fire, in a
metaphorical reference to a destructive war that will take place under the direct divine
command.*
Many of the passages that speak of YHWH’s judgment by fire relate it directly to
the Mosaic covenant and its curses. Hos 8:1 charges Judah and Israel for having broken
YHWH’s covenant ( m 3 ) and transgressed His law (rrrin). At the end of the oracle (vs.
14) judgment is pronounced against them in the same way it is pronounced repeatedly
throughout the "Oracles Against the Nations” in Amos 1-2:
mnjQ'R nbpRi r-un
("and I will send fire in its cities
and it shall destroy its fortresses")
Jer 11:16 says that YHWH, with a "great roaring sound" (rfrr: rfria.j bipb), would
"set fire” (Or rrsrt) to Judah, and destroy her. The beginning o f the chapter introduces the
reason for YHWH’s judgment of fire: they were cursed because they broke the covenant
YHWH established with them when He brought them out of Egypt (vss. 1-8). The
connection of curse for the breach of covenant and the judgment o f fire can also be seen in
'See discussion in Sheriffs, "Empire and the Gods," 127-128.
2ForOR nfrOYfrO ("send fire") see: Judg 1:8; 20:48; Ps 74:7; 2 Kgs 8:12. For
Or r?yn\rtr ("set fire"): Josh 8:8,19; Judg 9:49; Isa 9:10-11[11-12], I7[18]; Jer 2:14-15;
32:29; 43:12; 49:2; 51:30,56,58; Neh 1:3; 2:17.
JFor Or nbgVfTD ("send fire”) see: Isa 10:16; Lam 1:13; Ezek 39:6; Hos 8:14. For
rrynVrdr ("set fire"): 2 Kgs 22:13,17; Isa 33:12; Jer 11:16; 17:27; 21:14; 49:27; 50:32;
Lam 4:11.

dr
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passages such as Jer 17:27 and Lam 4:11. This interconnection is clearly stated in 2 Kgs
22:13, 17. These verses stress the "wrath of YHWH" (rrtrr ncn),* which would be "set on
fire” (nra:) against God's people, for they have not listened to the words written in the
book of the law of YHWH.
All these passages refer back to Pentateuchal sections such as Deut 29:26-27(2728], which state that because of the transgression of YHWH’s covenant the "anger of
YHWH” (rTCT =]«) would "bum” (rnn) against the land o f Israel, and bring upon her all the
curses written in the book of YHWH’s law; or Deut 32:22, which speaks of a fire that is
kindled by YHWH's anger, a fire that devours the depths of Sheol, the earth, and its
produce, and sets on fire the foundations of the mountains. This verse in Deuteronomy
appears in one of the classic examples of a covenant lawsuit in the the OT (Deut 32:1-25),2
and its presentation of the curse of fire, in vs. 22, brings forth the connection between two
key elements in Amos 1-2, i.e., lawsuit of God and judgment by fire.3
■For a study on the theme of the "wrath/anger o f YHWH,” see Jan Bergman and
Elsie Johnson,
'anaph;
’aph (za'am, za'aph, chemah, charah, ‘abhar, qatsaph,
raghaz)," TDOT (1974), 1:348-360; and Klaus-Dietrich Schunck, "n$rt chemah" TDOT
(1980), 4:462-465. See especially their treatment of the breach of YHWH's covenant as
the most important reason for the manifestation of the divine wrath, and fire as the most
common expression of this wrath (Bergman and J o h n s o n , 1anaph," 357-358;
Schunck, "rajrr chemah,” 464).
2See Wright, "Lawsuit of God,” 26-67; Harvey, Plaidoyer prophetique, 31-36.
3In view of the connection between covenant curse, judgment by fire/warfare, and
lawsuit by God, it seems difficult to see with Francis I. Andersen and David Noel
Freedman (Amos, 239) the destructive fire of YHWH in Amos 1-2 as a cosmic
mythological destroyer, a mythic being (a messenger) not much different from the fire gods
(Nushku, Erra, Ishtum) o f the neighboring nations. As they noticed, the reference to "fire"
in Amos parallels very closely in style the reference to the destructive pestilence in Amos
4:10 which, as Wolff demonstrated (Joel and Amos, 213), is an unmistakable reference to
the covenant curses of Lev 26 and Deut 28.
It is true that fire as a supernatural agent of destruction of the gods occurs many
times in the ANE mythology (cf. Patrick D. Miller, Jr., "Fire in the Mythology of Canaan
and Israel," CBQ 27 [1965]: 256-261; Paul, Amos, 49). The way Amos and the other
passages surveyed above deal with that theme, however, points to its usage inside the
context of covenant curses, instead of a mythological understanding of this theme.
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This connection between the curse of judgment by fire and a lawsuit effected by
God appears clearly in the second vision of the prophet Amos, reported in Amos 7:4-6. In
this vision a reference is made to a swqi 21 ("judgment by fire") that devours the great deep
and the fields. Here, the 2'“i ("dispute, lawsuit, judgment”) is directly connected with dk
("fire"),i making explicit the implicit connection that exists between them in Amos 1-2.
The language in Amos 7 points clearly to the background of the covenant curses of
Deuteronomy. The expression is strikingly close to that of Deut 32:22, which refers to the
fire from YHWH that devours the depths of Sheol.
Another reference to a judgment of fire from YHWH appears in Amos 5:6. In this
verse, the prophet admonishes the people to seek YHWH and live, "lest He flare up like a
fire" (DH9 n*?y~j9)2 and consume the house of Joseph and the cultic center of Bethel, with
nobody being able to extinguish such a fire. Here again, it is a question of the devastation
and destruction of the country by YHWH. The connection between this judgment by fire
from YHWH and the covenant curse of the Mosaic covenant is substantiated in Amos 5 by
the fact that covenant curses are constantly referred to in the verses that precede as well as
in those that follow Amos 5:6.3
•For more discussion on this subject, see Limburg, "Amos 7:4,” 346-349;
Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 208-209; Finley, Amos, 284-286; Paul, Amos, 230-231; and
Niehaus, "Amos," 454.
2For the meaning of "to bum, flare up” for the verb
see Hayim Tawil,
"Hebrew nbsn/hbs, Akkadian eseru/susuru: A Lexicographical Note," JBL 95 (1976):
405-413; and Paul, Amor, 165.
3Amos 5:6 is preceded by a long list of plagues (hunger, drought, crop failure,
locusts, pestilence, sword, overthrow), in Amos 4, that clearly reflects the covenant curses
of both Lev 26 and Deut 28. In Amos 5, references are made to the curses of death and
destruction in a war (vss. 2, 16-17); decimation o f an army (vs. 3); exile (vss. 5,27);
harm from wild animals (vs. 19). The language of covenant curse is so strong that Hans
W. W olff (Joel and Amos, 213,240), drawing graphic parallels between these passages
and Lev 26 and Deut 28, rejected them as authentically from Amos. For him, the evident
connection of these passages with the covenant curses shows that these are late additions to
the book o f Amos, from the time o f Josiah onward, when, for him, the concept of
covenant was developed in Israel.
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Besides the reference to YHWH's judgment by fire, some of the other warfare
terminology found in the announcements o f judgment of the oracles in Amos 1-2 seem also
to point to the context of covenant curses. The people of Aram were to be exiled back to
their original home (Amos 1:5), paralleling a similar threat concerning Israel's return to
Egypt in the curse of Deut 28:68 (see also Hos 8:13). The exile of the king and the princes
of Ammon (Amos 1:15) parallels the curse o f Deut 28:36 concerning Israel. The
description of despair and of impossibility of escape used in the oracle against Israel (Amos
2:14-16) seems to reflect the curses of Lev 26:17, 36 and Deut 28:25; 32:30.1
In conclusion, it can be said that the announcement of the judgment by YHWH
against the eight nations of the series speaks of the judgment by fire/war, which is one of
the curses of the Mosaic covenant. This divine judgment is introduced in Amos 1:2 by the
terms

("to mourn/dry up”) and sn; ("to dry up, wither”) and is developed throughout

the series in the recurring announcement of judgment by the refrain ok T^\Tn*3cn ("I
will send/set fire”) and by the general description of warfare found in these oracles.

YHWH, the God of the Exodus
and of the Conquest
The study of the passages that parallel Amos 1:2 has demonstrated that the
metaphor of YHWH roaring and uttering His voice from His dwelling place was often
associated with references to the historical actions of YHWH in favor of His people,
especially to the events of the Exodus and the conquest of Canaan. This is also the case in
Amos 1-2, with its historical recital of YHWH's past actions in favor o f Israel in Amos
2:9-12.
This recital clearly emphasizes that YHWH, who was speaking through the
prophet, was the God of the Exodus and of the conquest of the Promised Land. As already
seen in the previous chapter, this historical recital is a reminiscence of the traditional
•See discussion in Motyer, Day o f the Lion, 64-65; Sheriffs, "Empire and the
Gods," 127-128; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 310-320; Niehaus, "Amos," 342, 355, 359.
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historical prologue to the OT covenant formulations, and usually appears only inside texts
concerned with the covenant.*
YHWH’s recall of His actions of destroying the Amorites in order to make Israel
inherit the land of Canaan, of bringing Israel out of Egypt and guiding them through the
wilderness, speaks of some of the basic promises made in the Abrahamic covenant,2 which
became the very core and heart of the Mosaic covenant.2
The recalling of these divine acts, built around a direct divine speech that uses
prominently the pronoun *:&* ("1”), is always tied to the two elements above: The
fulfillment of the promises made to the fathers that occurred in the Exodus and became the
basis for the covenant between YHWH and Israel at Sinai.4
YHWH of Amos 2:9-12 is then the same God that in Exod 3 appeared to Moses
and sent him to the land of Egypt, in order to bring the children out of their servitude and to
lead them to the land that He promised to their fathers. He is "YHWH, the God of your
fathers, the God of Abraham, the God o f Isaac, and God of Jacob,” who declared to Israel
through Moses: "I will bring you up (C2 T» rba») out of the affliction of Egypt to the land
of the Canaanite, the Hittite, the Amorite, the Perizzite, the Hivite, and the Jebusite, to a
land flowing with milk and honey” (Exod 3:17); and who later introduced His covenant
with them by saying: "I am YHWH your God (T*?7? rTFT ’- $ ) who made you come out
*Cf. above, 148-150.
2Gen 15:7, 13-16, 18-21; Exod 3:6-22; 6:2-8; 13:3-16; Deut 1:8; 4:37-38; 6:10-12,
20-23; 7:12; 8:1, 18; 9:5; 10:9; 31:20-21.
3Exod 19:3-6; 20:2; 23:20-33; 33:1-3; 34:10-16; Deut 1:21; 6:1-3; 7:1-11:32;
31:16-23; Josh 5:1-9; 24:1-18; etc.
4Exod 20:2; Deut5:6; 8:14-16; Josh 24:17-18; Judg 6 :8 ; 1 Sam 10:18; Ps 81:11;
Jer 11:4-8; 31:32; 34:13; Hos 2:16-I7[14-15]; 12:10-14(9-13]; 13:4-5.
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(Yraerir) from the land of Egypt, from the house of servitude" (Exod 20:2). He is Israel's
covenant God.1
YHWH in Amos 1-2 and the OT Covenants
From the investigation on the connections that the divine name mrr ("YHWH”)
evokes in the "Oracles Against the Nations” of Amos 1-2, it can be said that:
1. Amos’s usage of the divine name indicates that he does not come preaching a
new God, a God unknown, or never heard of before by the Israelites. It is from inside that
he comes, from the perspective of the Israelite faith. The sole usage of the name mrr
("YHWH”) does, automatically and unquestionably, draw a link with the past; it
presupposes a history of the knowledge of that God, and certain established ideas and
beliefs about Him.
2. The concept of YHWH in Amos 1-2 is deeply attached to the theme of Jerusalem
as His dwelling place (Amos 1:2). This notion points to an element of the Davidic
covenant, a covenant that is further evidenced in the series, and in the book of Amos, by
the background of the strong expectation for the restoration of the Davidic empire, by the
list of nations that were addressed in Amos 1-2, by the structure of the book that relates the
"Oracles Against the Nations” in Amos 1-2 with the prophecies of restoration o f the
•See the discussion on covenantal character of the name YHWH, Israel's covenant
God, and the basic importance of the Exodus event for Israel's understanding of her God
in Herbert F. Stevenson, Titles o f the Triune God: Studies in Divine Self-Revelation
(Westwood, NJ: Fleming H. Revell, 1956), 20-24; U. Cassuto, The Documentary
Hypothesis and the Composition o f the Pentateuch, Eight Lectures (Jerusalem: Magnes
Press, 1961), 30-40; idem, A Commentary on the Book o f Exodus (Jerusalem: Magnes
Press, 1967), 30-41, 76-82; B. W. Anderson, "God, Names of," IDB (1962), 2:409-411;
A.-M. Besnard, Le mystere du nom, LeDiv, no. 35 (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1962), 3289; Eichrodt, Theology o f the Old Testament, 1:178-205; R. J. Wyatt, "God, Names of,"
The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, fully rev. ed. (1982), 2:506-507;
Roland de Vaux, "The Revelation of the Divine Name YHWH," in Proclamation and
Presence: Old Testament Essays in Honour o f Gwynne Henton Davies, ed. John
Durham and J. R. Porter, new corrected ed. (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1983),
48-75; D. N. Freedman, M. P. O’Connor, and H. Ringgren, "mm YHWH,” TDOT
(1986), 5:518-519; Henry O. Thompson, "Yahweh," ABD (1992), 6:1012.
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Davidic kingdom in Amos 9, and by religious polemic against the cultic shrines of northern
Israel.
3. The metaphor of YHWH roaring and uttering His voice from His dwelling place
evokes the ideas of divine judgment and its announcement through the prophetic voice.
The role of the prophet as YHWH's spokesman is highlighted. This role, as is seen in the
next section, points out to the function of the prophet as YHWH's messenger and covenant
mediator, which is an element of the Mosaic covenant
4. Judgment is the basic theme related to YHWH in Amos 1-2. The study o f the
way YHWH exercises His judgments in these chapters argues for the view that was
basically expressed in terms of the covenant curses of divine fire and war, which in the OT
are described in the Mosaic covenant
5. The theme of a divine lawsuit is an important element not only in Amos, but also
in the other two passages (Jer 25 and Joel'4[3]) that more closely parallel Amos 1-2 in the
OT. This confirms the importance of the lawsuit form for a good understanding of the
"Oracles Against the Nations'* in Amos, and the implications that this form conveys for the
discussion on the presence o f covenantal elements in that series of oracles.
6.

YHWH does not bring judgment only against His people, nor does He enter into

a lawsuit against them only. His authority and interests reach far beyond the borders of
Israel. This study of the passages parallel to Amos 1:2 has demonstrated the fundamental
importance of the concept of YHWH as Creator and Ruler of the universe. YHWH has
authority over all the nations of the world and over every human being, and therefore is the
source of blessings and judgment for them all. Passages such as Jer 23:10 and Isa 24:4-6
relate these universal concepts of God and of His authority over mankind with the concept
of a universal covenant and the covenantal element of curse. These concepts are also seen
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to be of fundamental importance for the understanding of the divine judgments against the
foreign nations in Amos 1-2.1
7.

The presentation of YHWH’s historical acts of salvation in favor of Israel in

Amos 2:9-12 has an explicit connection with the fulfillment of the promises made in the
Abrahamic covenant, which became part of the core of the covenant between YHWH and
Israel at Sinai (elsewhere in the book, this connection between the Abrahamic and the
Mosaic covenants is explicitly presented by the prophet Amos in chap. 3:1-2, a passage that
is discussed further on).? It has been seen that this historical recital positively indicates that
the YHWH of Amos 1-2 is indeed Israel's covenant God.
The conclusions reached above give support then to the views of those scholars
who have recognized the covenantal connotations of the divine name YHWH in Amos 1:22:16.3 They argue against those, like Hans Walter Wolff, Klaus Koch, and Gary Smith,
who see no connection at all between YHWH and the OT covenant elements in Amos 1-2.
They surely go against Rolland E. Wolfe’s conclusions, for the preaching of Amos seems
to be essentially founded on the ideas and concepts that were part of Israel's understanding
and belief of her God. Hence, it seems right to say for Amos 1-2 that YHWH is God’s
covenant name, and it represents the character by which He dealt and continues to deal with
His people.

The Prophet
YHWH does not speak directly to His people in Amos 1-2; His message is
conveyed by His prophet, who introduces it through the formula rnrr

nh ("thus says

'See below, 223-228, for more discussion on the importance of the concept of
YHWH as the God of the universe for the understanding o f Amos 1-2.
2Cf. below, 226-227.
3Cf.

above, 153-154.
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YHWH"). This formulaic introduction to each oracle in the series brings to the forefront
the function of the prophet as YHWH’s messenger. >
iThe view of the prophet as YHWH’s messenger has been overwhelmingly
accepted in biblical scholarship. A discordant voice, however, can be found in John T.
Greene, The Role o f the M essenger and Message in the Ancient Near East: Oral and
Written Communications in the Ancient Near East and in the Hebrew Scriptures:
Communicators and Communiques in Context, BJS, no. 169 (Atlanta, GA: Scholars
Press, 1989). First, Greene analyzed the role messengers played in the ANE world and
verified that they were an integral part of the ANE political and social life (ibid., 133-135).
But in analyzing the biblical material on the prophets he concluded that "there is no
evidence available to demonstrate or maintain steadfastly on form-critical or any other
grounds that the speech of a prophet was a speech of a messenger, or that the prophet was
a messenger, and that he and his audience understood him to have been such” (ibid., 256).
In order to arrive at such a bold conclusion, Greene considered that all which is usually
regarded as characteristic of the role of a messenger in OT prophecy (such as: the
designation of a prophet as messenger, e.g.. Hag 1:13; Mai 3:1; and 2 Chr 36:15-16; the
technical usage of verbs that indicate YHWH's commission to the prophet as messenger,
such as rfa? ["to send"] and "fxi [’’to go"], e.g., Isa 6:8-9; Jer 26:12; Ezek 2:2,4; Amos
7:15; Jonah 1:2; the usage of the messengerformula "thus says YHWH;” the participation
of the prophets in the council o f YHWH, e.g., 1 Kgs 22:17; Isa 6:1-13; and Jer 23:18;
etc.), either belonged to a context other than the one of a commissioned transmission of a
message (Greene suggests contexts such as oracular consultation o f God, or the prophet’s
participation in part of the Israelite cultic service), or as being added much later to the
original words of the prophets, under the influence of some late theological thinking, such
as the Deuteronomistic theology (ibid., 147-204). When all this is taken into
consideration, and one concentrates on what is the indisputable prophetic material,
according to Greene, then one can observe a great variety of prophetic speeches that show
very little similarity to the more homogeneous form and content of the messages transmitted
by the ANE messengers (ibid., 256-257,260-266).
Greene's conclusions are highly questionable, mainly because they can stand only
on his reconstruction of what he considers to be original to the prophets and what is not.
This is a highly debatable issue with no consensus in biblical scholarship. In the case of
Amos, e.g., opinions go from those who are willing to exclude very large sections of the
book from the original words o f the prophet (i.e., Hans W. Wolff, James Luther Mays,
Robert B. Coote, and J. Alberto Soggin) to those who consider that the book almost in its
entirety, if not even all of it, comes from Amos himself (i.e., Wilhelm Rudolph, John H.
Hayes, Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman, and Shalom M. Paul).
In his quest for an exact match between the form and content of the ANE literature
and the prophetic material in the OT (once the "late additions" are taken out), Greene seems
to overlook the fact that it should be expected that differences would appear. OT prophets,
as messengers from God to men, were transmitting a message totally different from the
messages that are common between man and his fellow (though a great similarity exists, in
form at least, between the message of YHWH to His people, and that of a suzerain to his
vassal, or that of a king to his people; cf. Harvey, Plaidoyer prophetique, 145-150;
Holladay, "Assyrian Statecraft," 31-32; G. Ernest Wright, "The Faith of Israel," in The
Interpreter's Bible, ed. George A. Buttrick et al. [Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1980],
1:355).
Furthermore, the variety o f the prophetic message can be taken as an argument in
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The introductory phrase "thus says PN . . occurs many times in the OT (some
464 times). It usually prefaces a message being delivered to someone by a third party, very
often by a commissioned messenger. Therefore, it is usually called the messenger
formula. In OT, it occurs for the first time in Gen 32:5, a passage in which Jacob
instructed his messengers in what they should deliver to his brother Esau, when Jacob was
returning from Haran to Canaan. His message was prefaced by a "thus says your servant
Jacob

" As Claus Westermann remarked, "the formula authorizes the message, which

is repeated by the messenger before the addressee, to be the word of the sender,
corresponding, therefore to the signature in our letter form."1 The usage of this
introductory formula is well attested not only in the OT but also throughout the ANE world
over a long period of time.2
The words contained in the oracle of Amos 1-2 are the words of YHWH, not of
Amos. This is continually stressed by the repetition of the messengerform ula in the
favor of, instead of against, the role of the prophet as messenger. As Samuel A. Meier
remarked: "The stereotyped Sumerian and Akkadian formulas provide much information,
but their static nature and longevity over two millennia make one suspicious of their
correspondence to reality
The biblical literature, due to its variety, spontaneity and
total lack of adherence to any consistent forms (even Thus says PN’ is more often than not
omitted and on one occasion occurs twice), may provide the best insight into actual
messenger performance. Only here is the messenger found giving greetings." See Samuel
A. Meier, The M essenger in the Ancient Sem itic World, HSM, no. 45 (Atlanta, GA:
Scholars Press, 1988), 190-191. The variety of prophetic message and o f the different
ways it was delivered may be an argument in favor of it, instead of against it, after all!
If all the elements found in the present text of the OT are taken into consideration, it
seems rather difficult to deny that the prophets in Israel functioned as YHWH's
messengers, as the following studies demonstrate: James F. Ross, "The Prophet as
Yahweh’s Messenger," in Israel's Prophetic Heritage: Essays in Honor o f James
Muilenburg, ed. Bernhard W. Anderson and Walter Harrelson (New York: Harper &
Brothers, 1962), 98-107; and Muilenburg, "’Office’ of the Prophet," 127-150.
•Westermann, Basic Forms, 100.
2Ibid., 103-104; Holladay, "Assyrian Statecraft," 31-32; Wolff, Joel and Amos,
136; Meier, Messenger, 179-190; Greene, Role o f the Messenger, 18, 45-76.
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b e ginning of each single oracle in these chapters, as well as by the formulas nyr

("says YHWH") and rrcr-oc ("oracle of YHWH”) in Amos 1:5, 8, 15; 2:3, 16.1
Such an emphasis on YHWH’s authorship gives little support to John H. Hayes's
contention that this kind of introductory formula should rather be understood as an
"attributive" formula, meaning that what the prophet was trying to say was "I, as a prophet,
believe that this is what Yahweh would say,” or "if Yahweh spoke direcdy on the issue at
hand, this is what Yahweh would say."? As James M. Ward puts it, "the book of Amos is
entirely controlled by the concept—the reality—of the word of God, not merely in
substance, in the way that the Bible as a whole might be said to be the Word of God, but
also in form

The role of the prophet appears here to have been the oral delivery of

messages from Yahweh to the leaders of the Israelite kingdom."? Or as Douglas Stuart
states it, "the prophets considered themselves servants of God, vehicles through whom
God himself spoke," and "as regards the prophets, their prophecy was in fact God's
prophecy; and their [the prophets'] self-understanding depended on his [God's] self
revelation."4
•The divine authorship of the words spoken by the prophet is further stressed
throughout the book by the repeated employment of the above formulas, as well as by the
formula nyr ~cn nqu ntn ^ n r r r * inco ("hear this word which YHWH has spoken"), in
Amos 3:1 (or in its abbreviated form in 4:1; 5:1), and by the constant usage of the direct
speech in the book, with the first person referring to YHWH. Against Axnaziah’s charges,
in Amos 7:11, that Amos was conspiring against Jeroboam (crap "CK rftr's ["for thus says
Amos"]), the prophet responds that his prophecies were not his own but YHWH’s and
promptly exclaims in reaction: m rr-iyr dqsd nnm ("now then listen to the word of
YHWH").
?Hayes, Amos, 69. A somehow similar idea was presented by other authors such
as Harry Mowviey (Amos & Hosea, 18) and Erling Hammershaimb {Amos, 22). For
them, the prophet’s emphasis on YHWH speaking translates not the actual divine speech
itself, but the idea that the prophet speaks with the authority o f God and in the name of
YHWH.
3Ward, Amos & Isaiah, 18-19.
4Stuart,

"Prophet’s Self Understanding," 9, 14.
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The first occurrence of the messengerformula in the OT, in the context of a person
being sent by YHWH with a specific message to someone else, occurs in Exod 4:22, in the
commission YHWH gave to Moses to go.and say to Pharaoh "let My son go that he may
serve Me.” Moses used this formula many times, most of it in his addresses to Pharaoh
(Exod 5:1; 7:17,26; 8:16; 9:1, 13; 10:3), but also while speaking to the people of Israel
(Exod 11:4), or to a part of the people (Exod 32:27).
The presentation of Moses as the first one to ever use the messengerform ula in the
name of YHWH is part of a very important OT notion that is fundamental for the
understanding of the role and figure of prophets in Israel: Moses is the prophet par
excellence, and the other prophets are the continuators of his ministry.
The attachment of the prophetic ministry to Moses is made quite clear in the
declaration of Hos 12:13 that it was by "a prophet" that YHWH brought Israel up from
Egypt, and that by "a prophet” Israel was preserved. This is especially stressed in the
references to Moses as prophet in Deut 34:10 ("and there has not risen a prophet since then
in Israel like Moses”), and above all in Deut 18:15-19 with its promise that YHWH would
raise up a prophet like Moses through whom the people would be able to hear YHWH.
The context in which that promise is made is very instructive for the understanding
of the prophetic ministry in OT. In Deut 18:9-14, Israel is instructed that there should not
be among them someone who practices divination, or a soothsayer, or an augur, or a
sorcerer, or a charmer, or a medium, or a wizard, or a necromancer. They should not give
heed to such people, as the nations of Canaan were used to doing, for it was an
abomination to YHWH, and because of it He was driving them out before Israel. Then
comes the promise of vs. 15, that YHWH would raise up a prophet like Moses and the
people should heed him. The need for such a prophet is explained in the text on the basis
of the events that happened in Sinai-Horeb, when the people asked that YHWH not speak
directly to them, but to Moses, and then Moses would tell them the word o f God. Again,
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vs. 18 repeats the promise that YHWH would raise up for the people a prophet like Moses,
and it states further that He would put His words in the prophet's mouth, and the prophet
would speak to the people all that YHWH had commanded him.
Many central concepts on the role of the prophets are stressed in Deut 18. First o f
all, it is YHWH who raises up a prophet This point is also made evident in the reports o f
divine call and commission to the prophetic ministry, starting with Moses (Exod 3-4) and
continued in the report of calls of many other prophets (e.g., 1 Sam 3; Isa 6 ; Jer 1; Ezek 2;
Amos 7:14-15; Jonah 1:1-2). Second, YHWH would put His words in the prophet's
mouth, and he would speak all that God commanded him to (cf. Exod 4:10-17; 7:1-2; 8:15; 16, 20-23; etc., for Moses; 1 Sam 3:13-14; 8:7-18; 2 Sam 7:4-17; Isa 6:9; 7:3-9; Jer 2:13; 3:12-20; 7:1-15; etc., for other prophets). Third, there was a need for a prophet,
because YHWH did no longer speak directly to the people (Deut 18:16-17).
The context of YHWH’s first call to a prophet is totally interrelated with that of His
covenant with His people: The call and commission of Moses is related to the fulfillment of
the promises of the covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Exod 3:6,15-17; 6:2-8);
Moses’ role as intermediary between God and the people is well fixed in the context of the
Sinaitic covenant (Exod 20:18-19; Deut 5:2-5,22-33; 15:16-18).
The prophet's role hence is that of YHWH’s messenger to man, communicating to
those to whom he is sent that which YHWH has commanded him to say. But he is also a
mediator in the covenant between God and His people, performing the most different tasks
that YHWH would require from him in that function, whether the transmission of the
divine words and laws, exhortation, calls to repentance, reprehension of sins,
pronouncement of judgment, etc.i
•For more discussion on the prophets as continuators of the Mosaic office
(YHWH’s messengers and covenant mediators), see Muilenburg, "'Office' of the
Prophet," 139-150; Marsh, Amos, 14-16; Schultz, Prophets Speak, 20-21; Brightup,
"Northern Origins," 220-221; Boyle, "Covenant Lawsuit," 345-347; Raitt, "Summons to
Repentance," 42; Stuart, "Prophets’ Self Understanding," 16; Limburg, Hosea-Micah,
87-88.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

207
Does the figure of the prophet in the book of Amos follow this picture o f YHWH’s
messenger and covenant mediator according to the Mosaic example? As already stated
above, the usage of the messengerformula in itself seems to point in that direction. This
seems also to be the view that is developed in other verses of the series of the "Oracles
Against the Nations," as well as in the rest of the book.
In the historical recital of Amos 2:9-11, the fifth and final act of YHWH's grace to
Israel was: r*Tt^> c r iin 3Qi crvr??? p 'r ? c crpm ("and I raised up some of your sons for
prophets, and some of your young men for nazirites1"). The usage of the hiphil of o p
(trpn ["to raise up, appoint, install, entrust with a commission, establish, provide”]) in
reference to spiritual and political leaders is not uncommon in the OT .2 The connection
with prophets, however, points to the promise in Deut 18:15, 18, which is one of the two
other instances that the sentence

rp n (”to raise a prophet") is connected with YHWH

lThe statement on the raising up of the Nazirites, in association with the prophets,
as one of the gracious acts o f YHWH to His people is unique to the book of Amos.
Nazirites are never mentioned in any other prophetic literature. Though puzzling (see
efforts to explain the reference to this group in Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 318-319; Andersen
and Freedman, Amos, 331-332; and Paul, Amos, 92-93), references to Nazirites are in
accord with the context of Exodus and the conquest of Canaan which dominates this
section of the historical recitation o f Amos 2:9-12. Num 6 , with its regulations on the
Nazirite vow and practice, is reported in the context of the many laws Israel received from
YHWH during her sojourn in the wilderness of Sinai. Other clear references to a nazir are
found in Judg 13:5,7 and 16:17 (the story of Samson) besides Amos 2:11-12 (Hannah's
promise in 1 Sam 1:11 is very probably a reference to the Nazirite vow, though the word
itself was never used in connection with Samuel).
The nazir was a symbol of total consecration to YHWH. Amos presents the
Nazirites' existence in Israel not only as the result of the exercise of the free will of those
who want to dedicate themselves to God, but above all as a result o f YHWH’s working in
the midst o f Israel. As Andor Szabo (Textual Problems,” 503) remarked, their inclusion
with the prophets may be due to the simple fact that they actually were, with the prophets,
the target of a religious persecution and oppression, as Amos 2:12 indicates. This religious
oppression may well be an event that was occurring in the days of Amos, or else it may
refer to some early persecution of those who kept themselves faithful to the ancient religion
of Israel, such as in the times of Ahab and Jezebel (1 Kgs 16:29-19:18; 2 Kgs 9:4-10).
Amos 2:12 may well portray details unknown elsewhere o f this religious persecution that
included also the Nazirites.
^ e e , e.g., YHWH’s raising up of judges (Judg 2:16, 18); saviors (Judg 3;9, 15);
priests (1 Sam 2:35); and kings (1 Kgs 14:14; Jer 23:4-5; 30:9; Ezek 34:23; Mic 5:4; Zech
11:16).
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in the OT. The other two passages, Amos 2:11 and Jer 29:15, ought to be understood on
the basis of the one in Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy has the promise, while Amos and
Jeremiah seem to be references to the fulfillment of this promise. 1
This reference in Amos to YHWH’s raising up of prophets points so directly to
Deut 18:15-19 that a number of scholars consider it to be a late Deuteronomistic addition,
on the basis of their views on the late origin of Deuteronomy and of its theology.2 It
depicts the prophets in the light of Deut 18's picture of the prophetic office.
Israel’s injunction

vf? ("do not prophesy") to the prophets, reported in Amos

2:12, also relates to Deuteronomy’s picture of the prophet of YHWH. By silencing the
prophets, they silenced the source of communication between YHWH and His people, as
Shalom Paul remarks.3 The prophets, as such a source, were the very heart o f the promise
found in Deut 18. Furthermore, Israel's rejection of the prophetic ministry and o f their
message is one of the central themes in the biblical report of the nation’s rejection o f
YHWH’s lordship and of His covenant with them (cf. 1 Kgs 13:4; 18:4, 13; 19:10, 14;
22:26-27; 2 Kgs 1:9-15; 6:31; Jer 2:30; 18:18; 20:10; 26:7-24; etc.; but especially 2 Kgs
iJer 29:15 speaks about the Israelites in exile who were claiming that "YHWH has
raised up prophets for us in Babylon," in a reference to some false prophets who were
proclaiming a quick end to Babylonian exile and a nearby restoration of the people to their
land. Jeremiah wrote a letter to the Israelite leaders and people who were living in
Babylon, denouncing the words of such men as lies, and making clear the declaration of
YHWH: ”1 did not send them." The words of these false prophets would not come true,
and instead of a quick restoration, Israel would stay seventy years in captivity.
All the themes evoked above have aclose relationship with those of Deut 18:15-19.
YHWH's promise of raising up prophets as a means to know His words and will, found is
these verses, is followed by a caution against false prophets (vss. 20-22). These false
prophets would claim to be speaking in YHWH's name, but they would indeed be
speaking presumptuously. Their words would never come true.
zWemer Schmidt, "Deuteronomistische Redaktion," 181-182; Wolff, Joel and
Am os, 170; Coote, Amos, 71; Soggin, Amos, 51.
3PauI,

Amos, 94.
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17:13-19, where the theme is well developed, and Isa 30:10-11, Mic 2:6, and Jer 11:21,
where similar injunctions to Amos 2:12 "do not prophesy” appear).1
Further on in the book of Amos, it is stated that YHWH reveals His "council, plan,
deliberation, secret” (t o ) to "His servants the prophets” (trNTEj

before He

accomplishes it (Amos 3:7). The focus again comes back to the prophets as the channel of
communication between YHWH and His people, for when YHWH speaks, the prophet
who receives His revelation can but prophesy (Amos 3:8).
The prophets as "the servants of YHWH” enjoy an intimate relationship with
YHWH; to them is YHWH’s t o ("council, plan, deliberation, secret”) revealed.2 This
statement in Amos 3:7 can be understood either in the sense that the prophet participates in
the heavenly council of YHWH, being therefore aware o f His plans, and charged with
proclaiming them as YHWH's official messenger (1 Kgs 22:19-23; Isa 6 ; Jer 23:18-22);3
or that he receives a private communication from God, as YHWH’s intimate friend, and is
sent by Him to make it known to others, as God’s personal messenger (e.g., YHWH’s
•Here again, some consider this verse as a late addition to the original words of the
prophet because of the centrality of these themes in what they regard to be the
Deuteronomistic theology and its interpretation of the prophecy in Israel. See Clements,
Prophecy and Tradition, 51-52; Dion, "Message moral," 30; and Wolff, Joel and Amos,
171, among others.
2The word t o ("council, plan, deliberation, secret") is used in the OT in reference
to a friendly or confidential sharing (Job 19:19; Pss 55:15(14]; 111:1; Jer 6:11; 15:17),to a
council in which plans are made or counsel is taken (Gen 49:6; Prov 15:22; Ezek 13:9),
and to the plan or secret itself (Pss 64:3(2]; 83:4[3]; Prov 11:13; 20:19; 25:9). Many
times, it is quite difficult to determine what is the exact meaning of the word in the passage,
since any, or more than one, of them may be suitable to the context The word is used in
reference to YHWH's heavenly council, to His personal and intimate friendship, and to His
confidential plans and secrets (Job 15:8; 29:4; Pss 25:14; 89:8(7]; Prov 3:22; Jer 23:18,
22). For a detailed discussion see, M. Saeb0 , " to sod Geheimnis,” THAT (1984), 2:144148; and Heinz-Joseph Fabry, " t o sod" TWAT(19S6), 5:775-782.
3Allen, "Amos," 42-44; Mays, Amos, 62; Stuart "Prophets’ Self Understanding,"
10; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 399-400; Gary Smith, Amos, 110; Watts, "Images of
Yahweh," 136-137.
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revelation and commission to Moses, Samuel, Amos, is presented as being private instead
of in a council; cf. Exod 3-4; 1 Sam 3, and Amos 7).*
In Ps 25:14, the t o ("council, plan, deliberation, secret”) of YHWH is set in
parallel with His n*“Q ("covenant”); both are for those who fear Him. Prov 3:32-33 states
that t o ("council, plan, deliberation, secret”) of YHWH is for the righteous, as it is His
blessing, while His nrno ("curse") is for the perverse. The language is covenantal,
appealing to the covenant's blessing and curse, as the usage of the word rr»o ("curse")
indicates (cf. Deut 28:20; Mai 2:2; 3:9). These two passages point out that the participation
in, or receiving a revelation from, YHWH's t o ("council, plan, deliberation, secret”) can
well be one aspect of the covenantal relationship between YHWH and men.2
The designation "servant of YHWH" was first applied to Abraham (Gen 26:24),
who was also the first to be designated a prophet (Gen 20:7), and was especially used for
Moses more than anybody else in the OT (Exod 14:31; Deut 34:5, 10; Josh 1:1-2,7, 13,
15; 8;31,33; 11:12; 12:6; 13:8; 14:7; 18:7; 22:2,4-5; 2 Kgs 18:12; 2 Chr 1:3; 24:6). Both
men enjoyed a close relationship with YHWH, received special revelations of YHWH’s
plans (Gen 18:17-21; Exod 3:7-10; 6:1-8; 7:1-5, 14-19, etc.), and were allowed to
intercede and take part in the decisions taken by YHWH (Gen 18:23-32; Exod 32:9-14;
33:12-17; Num 14:13-20; etc.). These texts are deeply embedded in a covenantal context,
for even Abraham’s intercession for Sodom and Gomorrah occurs inside the context of
God’s covenant with him (Gen 18:18).
Furthermore, the actual expression n o r :

("His servants [YHWH’s] the

prophets") is quite a technical one, being usually used in the OT in references to the
prophets as the special envoys of YHWH, His messengers, sent to proclaim YHWH’s
•Gwynn, Amos, 15; E. W. Heaton, The Old Testament Prophets
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1958), 45-46; Bruce Vawter, New Paths Through the
Bible: Some Essays in Biblical Theology (Wilkes-Barre, PA: Dimension Books, 1968),
42-43; Boyle, "Covenant Lawsuit," 346; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 398.
2See Weinfeld, " n ro b*rith," 256-257.
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message of judgment against unfaithful Israel, to call her back from her apostasy, to urge
the people to return to YHWH, to keep His commandments, and to be faithful to their
covenant with God, so that YHWH could save them from the oncoming destruction (2 Kgs
17:13, 23; 21:10; 24:2;; Jer 7:25; 25:4; 26:5; 29:19; 35:15; 44:4; Zech 1:6; Dan 9:6; Ezra
9:11). That line of prophets, as "servants of YHWH,” was seen in the light of the
prophetic ministry of Moses, as is evidenced by passages such as Jer 7:25 and Ezra 9:11,
which trace it back to the time o f the Exodus from Egypt, indeed to Moses himself. Here
again, the prophets are seen as YHWH's messengers, and the covenant mediators between
God and His peopled
The picture of the prophet as YHWH’s messenger and covenant mediator, which is
evidenced in Amos 1-2, is further corroborated by the close parallelism in form between
Amos’s exhortations found in chap. 5 and exhortations of the Covenant Mediator
elsewhere in the OT.2 Thomas M. Raitt has remarked that the form of these exhortations
■Again, many scholars consider this verse as a late addition to the book of Amos
from the time of the Deuteronomistic editing of the early prophetic material of Israel.
Walther Zimmerli, e.g., calls the expression "His servants the prophets" a Deuteronomic
"cliche." See W. Zimmerli and J. Jeremias, The Servant o f God, SBT, no. 20
(Naperville, IL: Alec R. Allenson, 1957), 22; and also Mays, Amos, 61-62; Ward, Amos
& Isaiah, 42-49; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 181; Coote, Amos, 69-70; Amsler, "Amos,"
188; Martin-Achard and Re’emi, God’s People, 29; Soggin, Amos, 58; Mowvley, Amos
& Hosea, 38-39.
A. G. Auld even considers Amos 3:7 to be much younger than it is usually
considered by the scholars above. He calls it a "post-deuteronomistic" addition, since the
phrase is quite common in parts that he considers to be very late in the books of 2 Kings
and Jeremiah, as well as in the books of Zechariah, Ezra, and Daniel. Cf. Auld, Amos,
30-31.
Others, however, defend the authenticity of the verse, saying that it is well rooted in
the biblical concept of prophecy, as evidenced in the early traditions about Moses (Josh
1:1-5), Samuel (1 Sam 3:9-10), and Elijah (1 Kgs 18:36-43). For these scholars, the
parallel between this text and what is considered Deuteronomistic passages would not
prove anything more than a shared perspective and a common vocabulary. Cf.
Hammershaimb, Amos, 59-60; Hayes, Amos, 126-127; Gary Smith, Amos, 102-103;
Paul, Amos, 112-113.
^ e e the exhortations o f Moses, Joshua, Samuel, and Elijah in passages such as
Exod 19:5-6; Deut 28:1-5; Josh 24:20; I Sam 7:3; and 1 Kgs 18:21.
It has been usually common, among a number of scholars, to consider the form of
the exhortations in Amos 5 as an imitation, a parody, of a priestly torah, the kind of
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was built basically around a protasis ("if you do this”) and an apodosis ("then this will
happen"). The right choice would bring blessing and the wrong choice, curse, t Claus
Westermann has remarked that the sequence in Amos 5:6 of an exhortation ("seek
instructions the Israelites were used to receiving in the cultic shrines directly from the
priests. The form would involve basically an instruction given in the imperative mood ("do
this," or "don't do that"), followed by a causative concluding statement ("because," "for"
this or that reason), as it appears in passages such as Lev 7:22-25; 19:5-8; Deut 14:4-8,21
(for the discussion of the form see Wolff, Joel and Amos, 211-212). Cf. Mays, Amos,
87; Amsler, "Amos," 206; Koch, Prophets, 1:51-52; Martin-Achard, Amos, 101, 153;
Polley, Amos, 110-111; Rolf Rendtorff, The Old Testament: An Introduction
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1991), 221.
Although there are some connecting points between the exhortations in Amos 5 and
the so-called priestly torah, there are some basic differences between the two of them. A
basic difference can be found in the motivation used by Amos in his exhortations. The
prophet stresses the future possibility of judgment or forgiveness/salvation depending on
the choice of the people, ITiis stress on a conditional future is not found in the so-called
priestly torah, but is the very mark of the covenantal exhortations of choice between
blessings and curses.
Other scholars maintain that the exhortations found in the chapter are parts o f a
funeral song, an elegy (n?p) that is sung by the prophet concerning Israel, as the first
verses of Amos 5 indicate. Cf. Motyer, Day o f the Lion, 108; and Stuart, Hosea-Jonah,
344. It is questionable, however, if the entire section of Amos 5:1-17 should be
considered as a funeral song, or if the dirge is limited to the opening and closing verses
(vss. 1-3,16-17) of the section. The fact that many different forms appear in this section
(funeral song, exhortation, hymnic passages, etc.) argues for the last possibility. That
seems to be the conclusion indicated also by the chiastic structure of the section (see de
Ward, "Chiastic Structure," 176). The subsections that correspond to each other, both in
form and in theme, are set in parallel, and the element of lamentation seems to be restricted
to vss. 1-3 and 16-17.
A detailed study of the form of the exhortations in Amos 5 was conducted by
A. Vanlier Hunter, who proposed to see in Amos 5:6 a parody of a cultic lament For
Hunter, Amos ironically imitates the form of laments sung during cultic ceremonies. He
especially builds up his case upon the close resemblance existing between Ps 7:2b-3 and
Amos 5:6 in their usage of the ]? ("lest"), 3 ("like"), and p o ("with none to") clauses. See,
A. Vanlier Hunter, Seek the Lord! A Study o f the Meaning and Function o f the
Exhortations in Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Micah, and Zephaniah (Baltimore: S t Mary’s
Seminary & University, 1982), 73,77-78. The problem with Hunter’s proposal is that he
does not take into consideration three other passages in the OT (Ps 50:22; Jer 4:3-4; 21:12)
that bear a much closer resemblance to Amos 5:6 than Ps 7:2-3. These passages point
more to the usage of exhortations founded in the covenant than to a cultic lament These
three passages not only make use of the ]9 ("lest"), 3 ("like"), and p o ("with none to")
clauses, but also convey a direct speech of YHWH to men, as in Amos 5 (while in Ps 7 it
is a question of a speech of the psalmist directed to God). The two passages in Jeremiah
make use of the messenger formula rnrr Tjijt r£> ("thus says YHWH") as in Amos 5:4-6.
iRaitt, "Summons to Repentance," 40-42.
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YHWH!"), followed by a conditional promise ("and live"), and by a conditional threat
("lest He flare up like a Ore"), parallels Deuteronomy with its conditional sentences of
warning or exhortation, as well as with its imperatives and conditional proclamation of
salvation, i
Another close similarity between the figure of the prophet in Amos, and Moses as
YHWH’s messenger and covenant mediator, can be seen in the vision reports of Amos 7.
In response to the first two revelations of YHWH’s judgment against His people, the
prophet interceded in favor of Israel (vss. 2 and 5) and YHWH crq ("repented") and did
not execute His judgments (vss. 3 and 6). Over a century ago, E. W. Hengstenberg
remarked on the close affinity between the language of Amos and that of Moses in Exod
32:9-14 and Num 14:11-19.2 Moses’s pleaR^nbp ("please forgive"), in Num 14:19, is
paralleled by Amos’s

("please forgive") in Amos 7:2.3 The sentence on the

repentance of YHWH, r»r*?a nyr cn: ("YHWH repented concerning this"), in Amos 7:2,
corresponds to Exod 32:14’s

rrjrr Q f i ("and YHWH repented of the evil”). But

above all, remarked Hengstenberg, "is the agreement in the whole— the threatening of
judgment by the Lord, and its being averted at the intercession of the prophet.”4
This "agreement in the whole,” however, is much more striking than at first glance.
Very surprisingly, as David Noel Freedman remarked, Amos and Moses are the only two
■Claus Westermann, Prophetic Oracles o f Salvation in the Old Testament
(Louisville: Westminster Press, 1991), 237-239. In this study Westermann dealt not only
with Amos 5:6 but also with a number of other passages in the Minor Prophets that have
this same basic form (as Hos 10:12a, I2b; 12:6,9; Joel 2:12-14; Amos 5:14-15; Zeph 2:3;
Zech 1:1-6; 6:15b; 8:14-17; Mai 3:6-12).
2E. W. Hengstenberg, Dissertations on the Genuineness o f the Pentateuch,
trans. J. E. Ryland (Edinburgh: John D. Lowe, 1847), 1:151.

3These are the only two occurrences of the imperative nbp ("forgive") followed by
the particle «; ("please") in OT. The verb nbo ("to forgive"), involving YHWH and His
people, is always used within the covenant context; cf. Exod 34:9; Num 15:25-26; Deut
29:19[20]; I Kgs 8:30, 34,36, 39,50; 2 Chr 6:21,25, 27, 30,39; 7:14; Jer 5:1, 7; 31:34;
33:8; 36:3; 50:20; Dan 9:19.
4Ibid.
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persons in the entire the OT who intercede with YHWH, in face of His imminent judgment
against His people, and have success in their efforts, i This puts Amos in line with Moses,
not only in his role as messenger of YHWH to His people, or as a covenant mediator who
admonishes the people over their sins and calls them to repentance and to return to YHWH
and His covenant, but also in the role of one who pleads with YHWH to forgive His
people, in the full light of the Mosaic figure.2
The last statement on prophets in the book is found in the interchange between
Amos and Bethel’s priest Amaziah in Amos 7:12-17. Amaziah sternly tells Amos, whom
he calls rrtfr ("seer”),2 to go back to Judah, and there eat his bread and prophesy, and that
he should never again prophesy in Bethel (vs. 12-13). To this Amos responds that he was
not a prophet, nor a son of the prophets, but a herdsman, a dresser o f sycamore trees, but
'Freedman remarked that there are three types of records of YHWH's repenting in
the OT: First, sometimes He repents spontaneously, on the basis of an event, like His
repentance for having created humanity in Gen 6 (there is positive spontaneous repentance
too [one could mention here, though the author does not refer to it, 2 Sam 24:16, e.g.,
when YHWH repents of the destruction He was bringing over the people o f Jerusalem on
account of David's sin]); second, YHWH repents when people repent first, as in the case
of the city of Nineveh in the book of Jonah; third, YHWH repents when a prophet
intervenes, and the only recorded cases in the Bible are those of Moses and Amos. See
David Noel Freedman, "Other Than Moses . . . Who Asks (or Tells) God to Repent?"
BRev 1, no. 4 (1985): 57-58. For a more detailed discussion, see Andersen and
Freedman, Am os, 638-679.
2For more discussion on Amos as a covenant mediator interceding for Israel, see
Boyle, "Covenant Lawsuit," 346-347; Seilhamer, Prophets and Prophecy, 47-49; Stuart
"Prophets' Self Understanding," 13; Paul, Amos, 3-4; Niehaus, "Amos," 451-452. See
also Brueggemann, "Intercessory Formula,” 385-399; and Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 114,
206-207, for further discussion on the covenantal connotation of the passage, with special
reference to the way Amos uses the name Jacob, the verb d p ("stand”), and the word ]bj3
("small") in his intercession.
3The fact that Amaziah calls Amos rrrfr ("seer") does not necessarily imply a
derogatory meaning. The title is in itself perfectly legitimate. It is used, e.g., in 2 Sam
24:11; I Chr 21:9; 2 Chr 29:25, for Gad who is also called tea; ("prophet") in 1 Sam 22:5.
Indeed, in 1 Sam 24:11 both titles are used for him. In 2 Kgs 17:13, e.g„ it is stated that
YHWH spoke to Israel through "every prophet (te^) and every seer (rrtfr)," clearly setting
both of them in parallel. Amaziah’s address to Amos as nth ("seer") may be due to the fact
that their conflict came in the context of a vision report, as Shalom Paul remarked (Paul,
Amos, 240). For more discussion on the word ntft ("seer"), see Alfred Jepsen, "ntrr
chazdh; rrrfr chozeh; jitn chazon," TDOT (1980), 4:280-290.
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YHWH took him from behind the flock, and said to him: “go, prophesy to My people
Israel" (vss. 14-15).1
Amos's answer corresponds to Amaziah’s words point by point Against
Amaziah’s “go" there is YHWH’s “go”; against his interdiction to prophesy there is

YHWH’s order to prophesy; against his recommendation of making a living out of
prophecy in Judah but not in Israel, Amos answered that he is not a professional prophet
and that he lives from something else, but if he prophesies is because YHWH has
commanded him to do so. The points highlighted in their dialogue are the same already
discussed in Amos 2:11-12 and 3:7-8:2 Amos is the kind of prophet raised (c*pn) by
YHWH, who faithfully obeys the divine command to prophesy and lets Israel know about
YHWH's ’’plans’’ (t o ), even in face of strong opposition and interdiction of doing so.
The figure of the prophet here continues therefore with that which has been presented
throughout the book.
Finally, in looking at the entire book of Amos, one sees the prophet preaching
judgment (Amos 1:2-9:10), as well as salvation (Amos 9:11-15), calling Israel back to
YHWH, and exhorting her to live according to His laws (Amos 5:4-6; 14-15,24);
considering YHWH’s people (Israel and Judah) as one and addressing both of them (Amos
(These verses in Amos are among the most disputed in the book. Some scholars
propose that Amos's answer to Amaziah is a way o f saying that he "is not” a prophet;
others prefer to see it as a way o f affirming that he indeed “is” a prophet; still others, as a
way of expressing that he "was not” a prophet before, but that he "is" one now; etc. (cf. the
overview of the debate in Martin-Achard, Amos, 17-37; Hayes, Amos, 235-236; Hasel,
Understanding, 41-47; and Paul, Amos, 243-249).
Much of the debate has been focused on the interpretation of what tea; ("prophet”)
means, and in the tense of the verb "to be” that is implied in the nominal sentence of vs. 14.
The parallelism between the answer of Amos and the words of Amaziah, however, seems
to make explicit that Amos is making clear to Amaziah that he was not someone living out
of prophecy, as the priest insinuates. His profession was completely other. If he
prophesies, it is not for bread, but because YHWH commanded him so, and he could not
disobey the divine word. See Wolff, Joel and Amos, 313-314; Martin-Achard and
Re’emi, Cod's People, 57; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 789-790; Hubbard, Joel and
Amos, 214-216; Finley, Amos, 292-293; Niehaus, "Amos," 462-463.
2See above, 161,205-211.
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2:4-16; 3:1-2; 4:1; 6 :1; 9 :7 ,11), and predicting their restoration under the Davidic rulership
(Amos 1:2; 9:11). All these, according to Ronald E. Cements, are the distinctive
characteristics of the prophets not only as YHWH’s messengers, but also as the
spokesmen, the mediators, of the covenant between YHWH and His people, i It seems
undeniable, therefore, that the book of Amos presents the prophet, his ministry, and his
message under the light of YHWH's covenant with His people.

The Nations
Eight nations are addressed in the series of oracles in Amos 1-2. The first three are
referred to by their leading cities (Damascus [Aram]; Gaza [Philistia]; Tyre [Phoenicia]),
and the last five by their national identities (Edom; Ammon; Moab; Judah; Israel).?
The Nations in Amos 1-2 and the Davidic
and Abrahamic Covenants
The inclusion of foreign nations in the prophetic address, side by side with Judah
and Israel, has been the subject of much debate in the studies of the book of Amos, as the
survey of literature has already demonstrated.3 Many consider it to be a clear evidence of
Amos's understanding of YHWH as a universal God, One who has influenced the history
of every nation on earth, and to whom all are accountable.4 This understanding of the
"Oracles Against the Nations" in Amos, however, seems improbable in view of the fact that
Amos 1-2 addresses only eight specific nations and not all the nations of the earth, as
already remarked in the discussion on the historical background of Amos.5 This does not
1Clements, Prophecy and Tradition, 56-57. For Clements, this presentation of
the prophets evidences the late reinterpretation of their ministry and the editing o f their
prophecies under the influence of the Deuteronomistic theology and its views on YHWH’s
covenant with Israel.

?Cf. above, 96-97, for the discussion on this point.
3Cf. above, 33-45.
4Cf.

above, 34-35, 42-43.

5Cf.

above, 61-62.
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mean that Amos did not consider YHWH as being the God of the entire universe, the Ruler
over all the earth and its inhabitants—other passages in the book make this clear, i It does
seem to point in another direction for the reason why these specific nations were included
with Judah and Israel in the series of oracles.
In the discussion on the historical background of the prophecies of Amos, much of
the message of the book was set against the context o f the recovery of the ancient borders
of Israel in the days o f King Jeroboam, according to the word of YHWH through the
prophet Jonah as reported in 2 Kgs 14:25.2 This restoration implied the recovery of the
borders of the ancient Davidic/Solomonic empire, which included all the region located
between Mesopotamia and Egypt. Such a restoration became a reality under the reign of
Jeroboam, in the northern kingdom of Israel, and Uzziah, in the southern kingdom of
Judah, though for only a short period of time. It was proposed that Amos preached during
a time when the prophecies of restoration were being fulfilled, and Israel (as well as Judah)
was going from victory to victory, but had not yet attained the zenith of her power. Hence,
expectations were very high, the people were certain that YHWH was with them and that
no evil would reach them. They looked forward to the "day of YHWH” when Israel finally
would reach the glory and power of the days of old, and be at the head of all the nations of
the earth.3
As seen in chapter 3, "restoration" appears well to have been the very key word of
the time, as the use of the hiphil of a d (odn [”to restore"]) in 2 Kgs 14:25 seems to
>E.g.: the hymnic passages in the book; the reference to all the families of the earth
in Amos 3:2; the declarations on the power and authority of YHWH in raising up a foreign
nation against Israel (Amos 6:14); in inflicting plagues on Egypt (Amos 4:10); in
destroying Sodom and Gomorrah (Amos 4: II); on His influence on the history o f the
Ethiopians, Syrians, and Philistines (Amos 9:7); etc.
2Cf. above, 60-63.
JWith all the other major powers in the ANE (Egypt and Assyria, especially) being
extremely weak in those days, the recovery of the glory of the Davidic/Solomonic empire
would have made Israel and Judah the great powers of the region at the time. Cf. above,
50-52.
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indicate. In this sense, Amos 1-2 attacks the basis of this euphoric expectation when the
prophet systematically uses the same verb to express the inevitable judgment of YHWH
against all the nations that were included within the borders o f the ancient
Davidic/Solomonic empire, or that were intimately related with it (Tyre), and were to be
part again o f the "Greater Israel.”1
Understood in this way, the list of nations in Amos 1-2 points to the
Davidic/Solomonic empire,2 and especially to the extension o f the total area of this empire.2
This touches the question of the land, more precisely of the land promised to Abraham
(Gen 15:18-21), reaffirmed as YHWH’s gift to Israel in the Mosaic covenant (Exod 23:31;
Deut 11:24), and realized as such in the Davidic kingdom, as part of YHWH’s covenant
with David and his lineage (Ps 89:26[25j). The description o f the extent of the
Davidic/Solomonic empire (2 Sam 8:1-15; 1 Kgs 8:65; 1 Chr 13:5; 18:1-13; 2 Chr 7:8;
9:26) corresponds to it so well, that some view the Davidic/Solomonic empire as the
fulfillment o f the promises to Abraham ;4 while others see the covenant with Abraham as a
theological justification for the Davidic kingship and its territorial expansions.2
■Cf. above, 60-63, for the discussion on the use of the hiphil of zpd (zrrirt [’’to
restore"]) in Amos 1-2.
2The Davidic/Solomonic empire's background for the series of oracles in Amos 1-2
has been noted by scholars such as Ward, Amos & Isaiah, 107-110; Mauchline, "Implicit
Signs," 286-292; Christensen, Prophecy and War, 55-72; Clements, Prophecy and
Tradition, 61; Vischer, "Amos," 144; Koch, Prophets, 1:68-69; Dumbrell, Covenant,
154; Barre, "V ’sybnw," 622-623; Andersen and Freedman, Am os, 27, 206-207; Polley,
Amos, 66-74.
3Note the reference to all the region comprised between Lebo Hamath, in the north,
and the border with Egypt, in the south, as "all Israel” in I Kgs 8:65; I Chr 13:5; and
2 Chr 7:8.
4Mendenhall, "Covenant,” 718; Dymess, Themes, 120-121; Elmer A. Martens,
God's Design: A Focus on Old Testament Theology, with a foreword by Carl E.
Armerding (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1981), 100-101; Dumbrell, Covenant,
50-51, 149, 151, 153-154, 163; McComiskey, Covenants o f Promise, 42-43.

5PhiIip J. Calderone, Dynastic Oracle and Suzerainty Treaty: 2 Samuel 7, 8-16,
Logos, no. I (Manila: Loyola House of Studies, 1966), 46; Ronald E. Clements, Abraham
and David: Genesis 15 and Its Meaning fo r the Israelite Tradition, SBT, second
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The concept of the "promised land” is closely intertwined with covenant in the OT.
This land belongs to YHWH and is His gift to His elected ones, guaranteed by formal
covenant. It is the place where He dispenses covenant blessings. Faithfulness to YHWH
and obedience to His stipulations are required in order to retain the possession of the land
and the enjoyment of YHWH's blessings. Rebellion and disobedience result in the
enactment of the curses written in the covenant. Persistent rebellion, even in face of
YHWH’s judgments, will result in the destruction of the nation, and in the expulsion of the
people from the land. Forgiveness and restoration are implied in the people’s return to the
land and the renewal of YHWH’s blessings upon them.i
These covenantal connotations o f the land appear throughout the book of Amos.
First, as proposed here, YHWH speaks to the nations comprised within the territory of the
"promised land” (Amos 1-2). Second, this land is presented as a gift from YHWH to His
people, given to them after the Exodus from Egypt (Amos 2:10). Third, because of
Israel's rebellion and unfaithfulness to YHWH, she was punished with many divine
judgments that directly affected the people and the land (judgments that recall the covenant
curses: famine, drought, pestilence, military defeats, decimation of the people by enemy
forces, destruction o f the land by fire and warfare, etc.—Amos 1:4-5, 7-8, 10,12,14; 2:23, 5, 13-16; 3:11; 4:6-12; 5:2-3, 6, 16-20; 6:8-14; 7 :1 ,4,9, 17; 8:3, 8-14; 9:1-4, 8-10).
Fourth, exile from the land follows YHWH's destruction of the nations as such (Amos 1:5,
series, no. 5 (Naperville, EL: Alec R. Allenson, 1967); Moshe Weinfeld, "Covenant,
Davidic,” IDB, supplementary vol. (1976), 190; Mendenhall and Herion, "Covenant,"
1189-1190.
•See Milton, Covenant o f Blessing, 46-49, 68-70, 80-81, 87-88, 121, 127; von
Rad, Problem o f the Hexateuch, 79-93; Magnus Ottosson, "ftt* ’e rets,” TDOT (1974),
1:401-405; Waiter Brueggemann, The Land (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 46-70;
Martens, God's Design, 97-115; McComiskey, Covenants o f Promise, 42-51; Harry M.
Orlinsky, "The Biblical Concept of the I-and of Israel: Cornerstone of the Covenant
Between God and Israel," E l 18 (1985): 43-55; B. L. Bandstra, "I-and," The
International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, fully rev. ed. (1986), 3:71-72; W. Janzen,
"Land," ABD (1992), 4:143-154.
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8,15; 2:2; 4:2-3; 5:5,27; 6:7; 7:17). Finally, YHWH’s restoration of His people implies
their return to the "promised land” and abundant blessings bestowed upon them and upon
the land (Amos 9:11-15).1
The fact that, in the general structure o f the book (A. Amos 1-2; B. Amos 3; C.
Amos 4; D. Amos 5:1-17; C'. Amos 5:18-6:14; B \ Amos 7:l-8:3; A'. Amos 8:4-9:15),
the oracles of Amos 1-2 are set in parallel with those in Amos 8:4-9:15 reinforces these
conclusions even further.2 It strengthens the argument that the restoration of the Davidic
empire was indeed the background theme of the first two chapters of the book. While it is
denied in Amos 1-2, it is promised in Amos 9:11-15, but with the explicit indication that it
will happen only after YHWH has exercised His judgments upon all the nations o f the
region as predicted (Amos 9:8-10). The denial of the expectations for the restoration of the
Davidic empire is also evident in Amos 6:14. There, in contrast with the prophecies of
restoration of the ancient borders of Israel "from Lebo Hamath to the Sea of Arabah” in 2
Kgs 14:25, Amos declares that YHWH would raise a nation against His people that would
oppress them from "Lebo Hamath to the Brook of Arabah."2
The recognition of the Davidic empire as the background of the "Oracles Against
the Nations" in Amos 1-2 has been criticized on the grounds that: First, there is no
substantial proof that Israel, even during the age of David and Salomon, ruled over all the
states enumerated in Amos l:3-2:5, in spite o f such claims in the OT. Second, Tyre was
never part of the Davidic empire, hence, it is questionable that the other nations were
iSee Janzen, "Land," 149.
2Cf. above, 79-83,85-88, for the discussion on the overall chiastic structure of the
book of Amos.
3Though in 2 Kings it is a question o f the Sea of Arabah, while in Amos 6:14 of the
Brook of Arabah, both references seem to speak of the same area; cf. Wolff, Joel and
Amos, 289; Hayes, Amos, 192-193; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 585-588; Paul,
Amos, 221. Lebo Hamath appears repeatedly as the northern border of the "promised
land" and of the Davidic/Solomonic empire (Num 13;21; 34:8; Josh 13:5; Judg 3:3; 1 Kgs
8:65; 1 Chr 13:5; 2 Chr7:8;Ezek 47:20; 48:1). The desert of Arabah is another important
landmark of the borders o f Israel (Deut 1:7; 3:17; 4:49; Josh 11:16; 12:3; 15:6; 18:18).
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evoked in the oracles because of their past relationship to this empire. Third, Amos
considers YHWH as the sovereign over all the nations of the earth and not only over those
of the Davidic empire. Fourth, this interpretation is overloaded with covenantal
connotations, and it is highly questionable that the prophet Amos thought even of Israel’s
relationship with YHWH to be covenantal, much less that of the other nations in the
series .1
The fact that the OT does claim that David and Solomon ruled over the entire area
described in Amos 1-2 (cf. 2 Sam 8 ; 1 Kgs 4:21, 24; 8:65-66; etc.) makes irrelevant the
first criticism above. Amos preached within the context of the Israelite belief and faith, and
not according to today's uncertainties and questions on the historical reality of the biblical
claims. Furthermore, the limitations of our data and knowledge of this biblical period
should make one cautious when opposing and denying the biblical claim.2
The inclusion of Tyre among the group o f nations of Amos 1-2 does not
necessarily deny that the list points back to the Davidic/Solomonic empire. To the contrary,
this can be seen as an argument in its favor. It is precisely in connection with Tyre, a
nation that was not a vassal to David but rather a political partner, that the prophet speaks of
a e r a n*~Q ("covenant/treaty of brothers"). This is a unique expression that is not attested
!See Hayes, Amos, 57-58; Noble, ’’Israel,” 58-61.
2New archeological findings may well substantiate the biblical point of view after
all. Cf., e.g„ the Aramaic stele fragment found at Tel Dan, apparently from the ninth
century B.C., that mentions the "house of David.” The stele seems to commemorate a
victory of the Arameans over Israel and Judah. See Avraham Biran and Joseph Naveb,
"An Aramaic Stele Fragment from Tel Dan,” /E /4 3 (1993): 81-98; Zev Radovan, '"David’
Found at Dan," BAR 20 (1994): 26-39. See also Andr£ Lemaire, "Tlouse of David’
Restored in Moabite Inscription," BAR 20, no. 3 (1994): 30-37, for the occurrence of
"house of David" in the Mesha stele.
These are the first attestations of the name of David and of a reference to his royal
house in an ancient inscription outside the Bible. As Lemaire puts it, they come "no doubt
to the chagrin of those modem scholars who maintain that nothing in the Bible before the
Babylonian exile can lay claim to any historical accuracy” (ibid., 31-32).
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either in the OT or in the ANE literature. The closest parallel is probably the rnrm
("brotherhood") between Judah and Israel mentioned in Zech 11:14. •
The concept of "brotherhood," however, was an important one in the political
* world of treaties in the ANE and in Ancient Greece. The term ahhutu ("brotherhood") was
a term for treaty in the Hittite world ,2 and terms such as 4>iXia ("affection, friendship,
brotherhood") and <J>iX6TTyra ("friendship, love, affection, brotherhood") were usually
used in conjunction with oupixaxia ("alliance") and opiaot/ ("oath, pledge, treaty") in
Greek literature and politics.3 "Brotherhood" was usually used to refer to a relationship
between parties of equal status. In a parity treaty, the contracting parties would often call
themselves "brothers." Vassals to the same suzerain also used to refer to each other as
"brothers." Even a vassal and his suzerain could sometimes be referred to as "brothers,”
though such usage was not frequent.4
In this sense, the expression crn« rr"0 ("covenant/treaty of brothers") seems to
refer to Tyre’s political relationship to Israel established during the reign of David and
Solomon. That a treaty existed between these two nations, and that it was considered in
terms of "brotherhood," can be seen in the OT passages that refer to it (2 Sam 5:11; I Kgs
•Weinfeld, "ring te n th " 259; idem, "The Common Heritage of Covenantal
Traditions in the Ancient World,” in Istituto Gramsci. Seminario di antichistica: I
trattati nel mondo antico. Forma, ideologia, funzione, ed. L. Canfora, M. Liverani, and
C. Zaccagnini, SSA, no. 2 (Rome: "LErma" dr Bretschneider, 1990), 178.
^ e e , e.g., the use of this term in the treaty between Hattusilis HI and his
Babylonian counterpart Kadasman-Enlil (cf. Elmar Edel, "Die Abfassungszeit des Briefes
KBo I 10 (Hattusil—Kadasman-Ellil) und seine Bedeutung fur die Chronologie Ramses’
H,"JC S 12 [1958]: 131-132).
3See, e.g., the description of political treaties of friendship in the Iliad, 3.73,94,
256,353 (cf. John Priest, "*'0PKIA in the Iliad and Consideration of a Recent Theory,"
JNES 33 [1964]: 48-56).

4For more discussion on the concept of "brotherhood” in the ANE and in the Greek
world, see McCarthy, Treaty and Covenant, 47; Erhard Gerstenberger, "Covenant and
Commandment," JBL 84 (1965): 39-42; John Priest, "The Covenant o f Brothers," JBL 84
(1965): 400-401; Weinfeld, " m ? tenth," 259; idem, "Common Heritage," 177-178;
Kalluveettil, Declaration and Covenant, 99-106; Paul, Am os, 61-62.
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5:15[1], 26[12]; 9:13; 1 Chr 14:1). In 1 Kgs 15:26[12], it is plainly stated that a treaty was
established between Solomon and Hiram, king of Tyre. This treaty was clearly a parity
treaty, as Hiram's appellation of Solomon as rr» ("brother") in 1 Kgs 9:13 indicates, and as
the historical report of mutual friendship and cooperation between the two nations points
out This treaty relationship between Solomon and Hiram seems to be a continuation of the
treaty relationship already existing between David and the Phoenician king, as is indicated
by the use o f the verb n.T* ("to love") to define the relationship between Solomon’s father
and Hiram (1 Kgs 5:15[1]).1
Does the view that Amos 1-2 concerns the Davidic empire, in its relationship to
both the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants, fail to recognize that the prophet envisioned
YHWH’s sovereignty to be universal, extending well beyond the domain o f David's
empire (Amos 9:7), as the third objection above sustains?
There is no contradiction, in the OT, between the concept o f YHWH’s universal
sovereignty and His covenants with Abraham and David. Quite the contrary—both the
Abrahamic and the Davidic covenants are set in the OT in clear connection with YHWH’s
universal sovereignty over the nations, and over every person.
The biblical report sets the Abrahamic covenant against the background of the
origins of the nations. Gen 10 traces all the nations of the world back to the three sons of
Noah, and describes the location of their land on earth. Gen 11 declares that it was YHWH
■This has been the position of most commentators on Amos. See a survey of the
question in Priest. "Covenant,” 400-406; Soggin, Amos, 38-40; Martin-Achard, Amos,
136-137; Hayes, Amos, 87-89; Paul, Amos, 61; Niehaus, "Amos,” 348-349.
This seems to be the best interpretation of the expression cttk r o
("covenant/treaty of brothers") in Amos 1:9, in view of the terminology of international
treaties in the ANE and of the biblical data on the treaty relationship between Israel and
Tyre. All this, together with the accentuated Davidic context of Amos 1-2, makes it
difficult to sustain the other interpretations o f this rare expression, such as: universal
brotherhood of mankind (see discussion in Vogels, Universal Covenant, 31-32); political
treaty between the Phoenician cities (Honeycutt, Amos, 24); bond of kinship between
Israel and Edom, as a paradigm of the legal consanguineous bond that unites kinsmen
(Wolff, Joel and Amos, 159); treaty definition of the political status o f Israel and Tyre as
brother vassals to Assyria (see considerations on this position in Hayes, Amos, 89).
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who dispersed them over all the face of the earth, in an act of judgment against them. This
same chapter introduces Abraham (Abram) and his family. Then, Gen 12:1-3 reports how
God made of Abraham a touchstone by which other men would either be blessed or cursed
by God. It declares that through him all the families of the earth, previously described in
Gen 10, would be blessed. The call of Abraham, with its promise of a posterity and of a
land, is presented in the biblical narrative as YHWH’s provision for the salvation and
blessing of the dispersed mankind.!
The nations are also integrated into the Davidic covenant. The universal scope of
this covenant seems already to be hinted at in the enigmauc sentence ctktt rrrin n«n ("and
this is the law/instruction for man/mankind") found in 2 Sam 7:19 (cf. also 1 Chr 17:17).
This phrase refers back to the promise of continuity of the Davidic house, which was
earlier expressed in vs. 12 as a "seed after you that will come forth from your loins," terms
that closely parallel the promises made to Abraham.? In his prayer of thanksgiving, David
seems to recognize in YHWH’s promises a renewal o f the Abrahamic promises, and, as in
the case of Abraham, God’s provision for the entire mankind.? This interpretation of
1Abraham's call is then part of the'characteristic movement of the text in the first
chapters of Genesis, in which a divine judgment is followed by a provision of salvation.
Cf. D. J. A. Clines, "Theme in Gen. 1-11," CBQ 38 (1976): 503; Martens, God's Design,
29-30; Dumbrell, Covenant, 61-64; Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 274-282.

?The expression
("your seed after you") occurs in the OT only in the
promises to Abraham in Gen 17:7-10 (4 times): in the confirmation of the Abrahamic
covenant to Jacob in Gen 35:12 and 48:4; and in the promise to David in 2 Sam 7:12 and
1 Chr 17:11. The qualitative sentence T ??? **£.
("that will come forth from your
loins") occurs only in connection with Abraham (Gen 15:4) and David (1 Sam 7:12).
3That David recognized YHWH’s promises to him to be in continuity with, or as a
renewal of, the promises previously made to Abraham, as well as to Israel, can be seen in
the quasi quotations of these promises in 2 Sam 7: great name (2 Sam 7:9 // Gen 12:2); of a
seed (2 Sam 7:12 // Gen 15:4, 17:7-10); to be YHWH’s son (2 Sam 7:14 // Exod 4:22); a
lineage of kings (2 Sam 7:12-16//Gen 17:6; 49:10); a land, a secure place for Israel
(2 Sam 7:10 // Gen 12:1; 15:18-20; Deut 11:24-25; Josh 1:4-5); to be their God and they
the people of YHWH (2 Sam 7:23,24 // Gen 17:7-8; 28:21; Exod 6:7; 29:45; Lev 11:45;
22:33; etc.). See discussion in Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., "The Blessing of David: The Charter
for Humanity," in The Law and the Prophets: Old Testament Studies Prepared in
Honor o f Oswald Thompson Allis, ed. John H. Skilton. Milton C. Fisher, and Leslie W.
Sloat (N.p.: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1974), 308-310.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

225
CiKtn rrrin r»n ("and this is the law/instruction for man/mankind”) is supported by the
Akkadian cognate terit nise ("oracle/instuction for man"), an expression that refers to an
oracle that establishes the destiny of men, a decree concerning humanity in general.'
The theme of the universal reach of the Davidic kingship and covenant is quite
developed in the Psalms. Ps 2 speaks of the submission of the nations to the Davidic king
enthroned by YHWH on Mount Zion. This same point is also stressed in Pss 18:4451 [43-50]; 45:6[5]; 72:8-11; 89:26-28[25-27]; 110. YHWH’s purpose to bless entire
mankind through the royal lineage of David is explicitly stated in Ps 72:17. This verse
declares that the nations will bless themselves/be blessed (h

in the Davidic king.

This statement parallels directly the one made to Abraham in Gen 12:3 and 22:18
concerning his promised seed.2
The universal character of the Davidic kingship and covenant is also emphasized in
some prophetic books. In Isaiah, the "root of Jesse" will reign and judge all the peoples
(Isa 9:2-7; 11-12). He is called the "servant of YHWH,” and is said to bring justice to the
nations, and serve as a covenant for the people and a light for the gentiles (Isa 42:1-7). He
will be YHWH’s witness to them, their leader and commander (Isa 55:3-5). In Mic 5:2-4,
See a complete argumentation for this interpretation of 2 Sam 7:19 in Willis Judson
Beecher, The Prophets and the Promise (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1905), 236240; Paul Achtemeier and Elizabeth Achtemeier, The Old Testament Roots o f Our Faith
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962), 95-99; Kaiser, Jr., "Blessing of David," 313-316;
Dumbrell, Covenant, 151-152; and McComiskey, Covenants o f Promise, 21-25.
'See Henri Cazelles, review of Les Institutions de VAncien Testament, by
Roland de Vaux, in VT8 (1958): 322; idem, "Shiloh, the Customary Laws and the Return
of the Ancient Kings," in Proclamation and Presence: Old Testament Essays in Honour
ofG wynne Henton Davies, ed. John I. Durham and J. R. Porter (London: SCM Press,
1970), 250.
^Elsewhere in the OT, the expression 3 o tjtr /c n ^ m ("they will bless
themselves/be blessed in"), referring to the nations, occurs only in the reaffirmation of the
Abrahamic promises to Isaac and Jacob in Gen 26:4 and 28:14, and in the statement in Jer
4:2 that the nations would bless themselves/be blessed in YHWH when Israel would return
to YHWH and walk in faithfulness with Him. In all these passages, the idea o f Abraham’s
promised seed as the channel of blessing for all the nations of the world is quite clear.
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a Davidic king will come from Bethlehem Ephrathah and he will have a power that will
reach the ends of the earth. Zech 9:9-10 speaks of the coming king of Israel, who would
com m and peace to the nations, and whose dominion would extend to the ends of the

earth, i
The argument does not hold, therefore, that Amos’s concept of the universal
sovereignty of YHWH militates against the view that the Davidic and Abrahamic covenants
lie behind the list of nations in Amos 1-2.
This argument is further debilitated by the fact that the book of Amos does bring the
concept of universal sovereignty of YHWH in connection with His covenant with Abraham
and David elsewhere in the book. In Amos 3:1-2, YHWH addresses the entire nnsoo
("family”) that He brought from Egypt, hence both Judah and Israel, saying that only them
He knew "from all the families of the earth” (rapiKr: rrinson bbo). This expression
rajTtCi Hinson bb ("all the families of the earth") occurs only three times in the OT—once
here in Amos and the other two in the book of Genesis: (1) in Gen 12:3, in YHWH's
affirmation that "all the families of the earth” would be blessed in Abraham; and (2) in Gen
28:4, in the reaffirmation o f the Abrahamic covenant and promise with Jacob and his
descendants. The election of Israel is therefore connected in Amos 3:1-2 with both the
Exodus from Egypt and the Abrahamic covenant.2 It further sets the election of Israel in
universal terms by evoking the context of Gen 10-12, where the description of the "families
■For more discussion on the universality of the Davidic kingship and covenant in
the Psalms and in the Prophets, see Beecher, Prophets, 241-312; Samuel Amsler, David,
R oi et Messie. La tradition davidique dans VAncien Testament, CaTh. no. 49
(Neuchatel: Delachaux & Nestld, 1963), 43-61; Mauchline, "Implicit Signs," 287-303; J.
H. Heaton, Kingship and the Psalms, SBT, no. 32 (Naperville, IL: Alec R. Allenson,
n.d.), 135-197; Lee, "Concept of Kingship," 103-172.
2See Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 322; Paul, Amos, 101; Niehaus, "Amos," 375. Hans
Walter Wolffs view (Joel and Amos, 177) that here nn^eto ("family") means only "clan,"
"a division of a tribe," and has nothing to do with the passages in Genesis, stands on shaky
ground in view of the rarity o f the entire expression
nvnaop bb ("all the families of
the earth”), and of the unique relationship it conveys between Amos and Genesis. The
connection between the election of Israel with the Exodus event and the Abrahamic
covenant is nothing but the clear biblical claim; cf. Exod 3:6-17; 6:2-8, etc.
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of the earth" is found (Gen 10), and the special election of Abraham and his family is
described.
This same context seems to be the background of Amos 9:7. The Exodus from
Egypt is evoked by the standard formula cnxn f& o T'bun bHt“jC7*T« ("I brought Israel up
from the land o f Egypt”). Israel is also set in the perspectives o f the other nations, here
Cush, Philistia, and Aram, and the point is made for the universal character of YHWH, as
the God o f entire mankind, t YHWH’s sovereignty over nations is related in Amos 9 to
His character as Creator, as the hymnic passage of Amos 9:5-6, that just precedes vs. 7 in
the chapter, makes clear. In Amos, YHWH is the Creator of the universe and of man
(Amos 4:13; 5:8-9; 9:5-6), and as such He has complete control over nature (Amos 4:6-13;
5:8-9; 7:1-6; 8:8-10; 9:2-6, 13-15) and over the nations of this world (Amos 1-2; 3:1,9-11;
4:11; 6:1-2, 14; 9:4,7-12). This emphasis on YHWH as Creator and Lord of the entire
world points back to Gen 1-12, to the universal background o f the history of the Israelite
nation, of her election, and her meaning in the world.2
This universal perspective of YHWH’s sovereignty is brought into relationship also
to the Davidic covenant. The general picture of the book o f Amos on YHWH and His
sovereignty over the entire world does not contradict then the view that both the Davidic
and Abrahamic covenants are at the background of the series o f oracles in Amos 1-2.
As for the last objection against the view above (i.e„ that it is overloaded with
covenantal connotations, while it is highly questionable that the prophet Amos ever thought
■The biblical texts that set Israel in association with the other nations of the world
(e.g., Gen 10-12; 1 Chr 1-2; Ps 87; Isa 11-24; 43; 45-47; Jer 46-49; Ezek 26-31; 38-39;
Nahum; Zeph 2-3) always emphasize the principle that it is YHWH who controls, directs,
and judges them. Henceforth, YHWH is the God of the entire world, and over every man
and nation, even if He is not recognized so by them. The book o f Amos holds then the
basic principle o f the universal power and authority of YHWH, in respect to His
relationship with the nations of the world.
2For more discussion on the relationship between Amos and Gen 1-12 see Neher,
Amos, 34-67; Andrd Feuillet, "L’universalisme et 1’alliance dans la religion d’Amos," BVC
17 (1957): 17-29; Gottwald, A ll the Kingdoms, 118-119; Vogels, Universal Covenant,
73-82.
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in terms of covenant, even in reference to Israel, and much less to any other nation), this is
the subject of this dissertation, and the conclusions reached here speak for themselves.
If the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants stand at the background of the series of
oracles in Amos 1-2, a question can be raised as to how they are related to the charges
found in these oracles. Do these charges presuppose the Davidic and Abrahamic
covenants, or are they related to something else?
The crisis ("Rebellions, Transgressions”)
of the Nations in Amos 1-2
In a consistent manner, it is made clear in Amos 1-2 that YHWH brings judgment
over the eight nations in the series because of their cap? ("rebellions, transgressions”).
Each nation is charged with some specific wrongdoings that is particular to her. All
wrongdoings are classified by the text as 20 $ (’’rebellion, transgression”), which is a
central term in the vocabulary of the book of Amos. It appears ten times as a plural noun
(Amos 1:3, 6 ,9 , 11, 13; 2 :1 ,4 , 6 ; 3:14; 5:12), and twice as a verb (two occurrences in
Amos 4:4).
The term 20 $ (’’rebellion, transgression”) is used ninety-three times in the OT,
while the verb 20 $ ("to rebel, transgress") appears forty times. 1 It seems to have the basic
meaning o f "rebellion, revolt," and as such, it is many times used as a verb, but also as a
noun (Ezek 21:29[24j), to express the action of a nation that rebels against its suzerain, or
against a dominant power (e.g., northern Israel against the house of David, 1 Kgs 12:19; 2
Chr 10:19; Moab against Israel, 2 Kgs 1:1; 3:5, 7; Edom against Judah, 2 Kgs 8:20,22; 2
Chr 21:8, 10; Judah against Babylon, Ezek 2I:29[24]; implied in Prov 28:2 that a
rebellious nation is always changing its rulers).
•See Abraham Even-Shoshan, ed., A New Concordance o f the Bible: Thesaurus
o f the Language o f the Bible, Hebrew and Aramaic Roots, Words, Proper Names,
Phrases and Synonyms, 2d ed. (Jerusalem: "Kiryat Sefer” Publishing House, 1990), 966967.
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The term, however, has a quite large semantic range and is used in a number of
different ways. The overview of its usage in the OT yields the following meanings in
passages other that those above:
1. "Rebellion" seems to be the meaning in God's admonition to Israel, in Exod
23:21, that she should be careful, obey His Angel, and not provoke him. It also seems to
be the meaning in the references to a subject vis-&-vis his king, as in the case of David and
Saul (1 Sam 24:12) and in that of Abigailand David (1 Sam 25:28), ■though meanings
such as "wrongdoing, evil, transgression” are also a possibility. This latter possibility is
indicated by David's usage of sq§ ("rebellion, transgression") in parallel with run ("evil,
harm, wickedness, crime”) and in connection with the verb «t?n ("to miss, sin, offend, be
guilty") in 1 Sam 24:12.
2. "Rebellion” is evidently not the meaning of 90s in passages that speak of a
wrong done between a man and his fellowman, between two persons of equal social
standing. In Gen 31:36, Jacob asks his father-in-law what is his 90s ("wrong, fault,
offense") and what is his rwan ("sin, fault"), on account of which he is pursuing him.
Neither is "rebellion" the meaning in Gen 50:17 (Joseph’s brothers’ request for forgiveness
of the wrong they did to him early in his life); Exod 22:8[9] (where 90? refers to robbery
or loss of someone else’s animal or belonging; it could then be translated as "illegal
possession” or "breach of trust"); nor in many occurrences of the word in the book of
Proverbs, in which meanings such as "wrong, offense, sin, transgression" seem preferable
(Prov 10:12, 19; 12:13; 17:9, 19; 18:19; 19:11; 28:21, 24; 29:6, 16,22).
3. "Rebellion” seems to be a good translation for passages that speak of a people, a
nation, or its rulers, vis-i-vis God (1 Kgs 8:50; Ps 89:33[32]; Isa 1:2; 24:20; 43:25,27;
44:22; 46:8; 48:8; 50:1; 53:8; 58:1; 66:24; Jer 2:8,29; 3:13; Lam 1:5, 14,22; 3:42; Ezek
■David was not king yet when he met with Abigail, but it is clear in the text that she
addressed him as such (by referring to herself as "servant," and to him as "lord” and as
"prince/sovereign [t ^] over Israel," and by reminding him of YHWH’s promises to mate
him king; cf. I Sam 28-31).
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2:3; 14:11; 33:10; 37:23; 39:24; Hos 7:13; Mic 1:5, 13; 3:8; 7:18; Zcph 3:11), although
translations such as "sin" and "transgression” are possible in many of these passages, as
evidenced by: the parallelism with ntwjn ("sin, fault"—in Isa 24:30; 43:25; 44:22; 58:1;
F-7ek 33:10; Mic 1:5,13; 3:8), and pa ("sin, offense"—in Ps 89:33(32]; Isa 50:1; Mic
7:18); the parallelism between the verb «t?n ("to miss, sin, offend") and aqi? (probably
then, "transgress, sin, offend") in Isa 43:27; the usage of pa ("sin, offense") as a
complement to ag? (here again then "transgress, sin, offend") in Jer 3:13 and 33:8; the
usage of the noun at® ("rebellion, transgression”) as a complement to the verb koj
("defile, profane, become unclean") in Ezek 14:11 and 37:23, or as a parallel to nsqo
("uncleanness, impurity, defilement") in Ezek 39:24.
4.

The situation becomes more complex when 29? ("rebellion, transgression") is

used in reference to an act of an individual, or group of individuals, against God. The
word at® ("rebellion, transgression") and the verbal forms of 03? ("to rebel, transgress")
are many times so closely associated with a variety of other concepts that the basic meaning
of "rebellion" is far horn certain.! Indeed, it is often difficult to discern a difference in
nuance and meaning between it and the other words and verbs with which 35? ("to rebel,
transgress”) is associated, such as: pa ("sin, offense”) in Exod 34:7; Lev 16:21; Num
14:18; Pss 32:5; 65:4(3]; 107:17; Job 7:21; 13:23; 14:17; 31:33; 33:9; Isa 53:5; 59:12;
Ezek 18:22, 28, 30-31; Dan 9:24; ntjn ("to miss, sin, offend") in Ps 51:15; Job 8:4; 35:6;
Isa 1:28; 43:27; r«?n ("sin, fault") in Lev 16:16,21; Josh 24:19; Pss 25:7; 32:5; 51:5; Job
34:37; Isa 59:12; Dan 9:24; nwjrj ("sin") in Ps 32:1; nwsp ("sin") in Exod 34:7; ten ("fault,
sin") in Isa 53:12; rajqo ("uncleanness, impurity, defilement") in Lev 16:16; *£3
("falsehood, lie, deception") in Isa 57:4; at® ("guilt, wrong, injustice") in Ezek 33:12, and
a® ("guilty, impious, transgressor") in Ps 37:38; Prov 29:16.
•"Rebellion" seems to be the clear meaning in passages such as Ps 5:11; Isa 59:13;
Jer 5:6; and Ezek 20:38.
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S.

Finally, the word 30? seems to refer to a sacrificial offering in Mic 6:7, and most

likely should be translated as "sin-offering." t
The rich connotations of the word 30? ("rebellion, transgression”) and of the verb
30? ("to rebel, transgress”) warn the exegete against a too strict definition and narrow view
of i t It certainly does not warrant the view that they always imply the idea of "rebellion" or
"revolt" as some scholars claim ,2 on one side; nor that they always have a moral-ethical,2
or a religious,4 connotation when associated with the terms such as rv$n ("sin, fault"), Ken
("fault sin"), and ]i3 ("sin, offense"), on the other side.5

The Meaning of ^ ("Rebellion,
Transgression") in Amos 1-2
The term in itself then allows for a large spectrum of possible meanings. It can
cover wrongs committed within the personal (man-man, on a private, personal level),
social (man-man, within the larger context of society), political (subject-king, nationnation), and religious (man-God, nation/s-God) spheres. Because of the variety of
possible meanings for the word, scholars have been able to justify their different views on
•For more discussion on the meanings of the word 30? ("rebellion, transgression")
and of 30? ("to rebel, transgress") see Porubcan, Sin, 24-33; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 152153; Ronald Youngblood, ”A New Look at Three Old Testament Roots for 'Sin',” in
Biblical and Near Eastern Studies: Essays in Honor o f William Sanford LaSor, ed.
Gary A. Tuttle (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1978), 201-205; G. Herbert
Livingston, ”30? [pasha), 30? (pesha0,” TWOT (1980), 2:741-742; H. Seebass, "30?
pdsa', 309 pcesa'f TWAT (1989), 6:791-810; Hiner, "Basis o f God's Judgment," 49-76;
Noble, "Israel," 57-58.
2Fishbane, "Treaty Background," 317; Koch, Prophets, 1:61-62, 69, 75-76;
Barre, "1‘ ’sybnw," 618; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 231, 278.
3PauI,

Am os, 45.

4Hiner,

"Basis of God's Judgment," 55-57, 63-76.

SThe association of 30? ("rebellion, transgression”) with nwjn ("sin, fault"), and
("sin, offense") in Ezek 21:29[24], e.g., seems to refer only to Judah's political acts of
revolt and rebellion against Babylon, in spite of the oaths of fidelity she took towards her
Mesopotamian suzerain.

~3
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the basis of one of the biblical connotations of the term. The following interpretations of
303 ("rebellion, transgression") have usually been proposed:
I. "Rebellion" against YHWH:
a. In a religious sense—by breach of His universal covenant with mankind
(foreign nations)1 and o f the Sinaitic covenant (Judah and Israel). The emphasis
here is on covenant, which is considered as a fundamental element in God’s
relationship with humanity and with Israel.?
b. In a religious sense—by transgression of God's Law, which is binding
for all the nations of the world, as it is for Israel, since YHWH is the sovereign
King and Lord of the entire world and all its nations. Israel is indicted for
infractions o f the Law that have a religious-moral-ethical nature, because o f her
covenant relationship with YHWH. The foreign nations, however, are held
accountable, on the Law’s moral-ethical grounds, for acts of barbarity and atrocities
against fellow nations and individuals.3
c. In a religious and political sense—by the nations’ breach of their
allegiance to YHWH and other treaty stipulations, which were imposed on them by
David when they became part of his empire; and by Judah and Israel’s breach o f the
Sinaitic covenant with YHWH.4
•The breach of God's universal covenant is by the transgression o f the basic
disposition of God's universal covenant with mankind, i.e., the respect for the human
being and his life.
?Neher, Am os, 65-68; Honeycutt, Amos, 20-21, 31-36; Jocz, Covenant, 36-40;
Vogels, God's Universal Covenant, 82-87; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 308, 310, 315-316,
320; Chisholm, M inor Prophets, 75-76; Hiner, "Basis o f God’s Judgment." 90-91, 122124, 149-151; Niehaus, "Amos," 340-341, 354, 361, 365.
3Hauret, Amos et Osee, 20,40; Vesco, "Amos de Teqoa," 487-488, 503-513;
Paul, Amos, 45-46.
4Vischer, "Amos," 144-145, 152-154; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 26-27;
Hubbard, Joel and Am os, 128-129. Andersen and Freedman, as well as Hubbard, also
included in their analysis of the wrongs of the nations the concept of violation o f a "natural
law,” or common standards of the day.
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d.

Primarily political, with its derived religious sense—by violations of the

treaty stipulations. Usually considered to be the stipulations imposed on them by
David and Solomon. Through warfare between themselves, and crimes committed
against common people, these nations, here included Israel, were breaking the
terms of the treaties of "brotherhood" (Amos 1:9,11) sworn between themselves,
and of vassalage to the Davidic king and to YHWH. Amos uses rgs ("rebellion,
transgression”) here in the same way as it is used to speak of the rebellion of Israel,
Moab, and Edom against the Davidic house and its rulership in 1 Kgs 12:19 and
2 Kgs 1:1; 3:5, 7; 8:20, 22.1
2. "Sin,” in a moral-religious sense:
a. By the transgression of God’s Law, which has a universal validity for the
nations, in its moral and ethical aspects, and is especially applicable to Israel in all
the dimensions of the Mosaic covenant.2
b. By the transgression of universal principles of morality and justice. For
the nations, these principles are written in the consciousness of every person, and
are part of the universal morality of mankind; for Israel, they are explicitly
presented in the Law of God.3
3. "Transgression," "crime," in a social-legal sense:
■Koch, Prophets, 1:69, 75-76; Barre, T sybnw," 619-620, 622-624; Polley,
Amos, 69-70. For Howard R. Macy, however, any war between nations was seen by
Amos as a breach of the "brotherhood" that unites them as co-vassals to YHWH, since the
prophet considered YHWH to be the Suzerain of every nation of the world. Cf. Macy,
"Legal Metaphor," 57-58.
2Heschel, Prophets, 31-32; Kapeirud, Central Ideas, 22, 27-31, 67-68;
McKeating, Amos, 14, 22; Finley, Am os, 138-139; House, Unity o f the Twelve, 77-79,
133-135.

3George Smith, Book o f the Twelve, 134-135; Harper, Am os and Hosea, cxviiicxxiv; Wolfe, M eet Amos, 18; Honeycutt, Amos, 20-22, 31-36; Ward, Amos & Isaiah,
69; idem, Amos, Hosea, 4-9; Motyer, Day o f the Lion, 35-57; Easter, "Theology of
Amos," 57-61; Noble, "Israel," 65, 69-74.
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a. By violation of customary laws. The crimes referred to in Amos 1-2 are
considered violations of moral standards that were commonly recognized as valid
among the peoples and nations of the time. These standards could well have been
a kind of international customary law.i The implementation of this kind of law
was many times part of the international treaties signed between different nations.
In these treaties, the gods of the contractual parties were presented as the guarantors
of the obligations prescribed in the treaty, as well as the avengers of infringements
of these stipulations. The prophet Amos would have then considered YHWH, on
these lines of belief, as the guardian not only of the Israelite customary law, but
also of the international customary law between the nations.*
b. By atrocities committed against society and against the personal rights of
people. The prophet accuses the nations and Israel on standards of right and wrong
developed through wisdom circles (either in the clan, or in the royal court), and
practiced through legal exercise in the community, or through the legal prerogatives
of the king in Israel. The usage of stfs ("rebellion, transgression") in the book of
Proverbs (Prov 10:12, 19; 12:13; 17:9, 19; 18:19; 19:11; 28:2, 13, 21,24; 29:16,
22) is especially emphasized by those who defend this interpretation. Amos
considers these standards to be universal, and sees YHWH applying them to
everybody. For the prophet, they are God's universal will. His universal "law."3
1John Barton proposed three types of international customary laws: "International
laws proper"; "agreed international conventions not legally ratified"; and "unilaterally
accepted norms of international conduct." See Barton, Am os’s Oracles, 52-59.

^Basically, two different bases are claimed for these customary laws: First,
international customary laws (based on international treaties, national legal codes, common
morality—see Weber, Ancient Judaism, 302; von Rad, Old Testament Theology, 2:135;
Barton, Amos's Oracles, 43-45; Martin-Achard and Re’emi, God’s People, 25; Hayes,
Amos, 58-59, 71; Gary Smith, Amos, 15, 33,44); second, common morality (see Mays,
Am os, 28).
3For clan wisdom, and community legal practices: Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 5456; idem, Joel and Amos, 152-153; Dion, "Message moral," 32-34. For court wisdom
and legal practices: Phillips, "Prophecy and Law," 220-224.
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The richness and openness of text of the "Oracles Against the Nations" give
occasion to this multiplicity of interpretations. By the usage of a complex term such as 30s
("rebellion, transgression"), and by the fact that the text describes only the subject of the
309 ("rebellion, transgression") and the 309 ("rebellion, transgression") itself, but leaves
unclear who is the object of it (YHWH, a nation, individuals?), the door is left open.
It can be that this openness is intentional, so that more than one meaning would be
conveyed in the text, in order to present an all-inclusive message. A "crime” committed by
a specific nation could then have been understood to be a "sin" also, that in itself translates
the idea of "rebellion.” In any sense, our modem distinctions between what is secular and
what is religious do not exist in the OT. Both realms are so tightly interrelated in the OT
that caution is in order in any proposal that translates today's marked dichotomy in these
spheres . 1

The Description of 309 ("Rebellion,
Transgression") in Amos 1-2
Amos 1-2 clearly describes the 30s ("rebellion, transgression”) of each nation. The
list is as following:
1. Damascus/Aram (Amos 1:3):
igbsrrna l?n 3n ms-ips cgvrbs
("for they threshed'GUead with sledges of iron")
2. Gaza/Philistia (Amos 1:6):
c*iT»b T 3 o n b r r n b o ra*?3 m f a r r b s

("for they took into exile an entire population
in order to deliver them over to Edom")
3. Tyre/Phoenicia (Amos 1:9):
e r a rrT? r p r
crinb 'rafio
c rs c rrts
("for they delivered over ah entire population to £dom
and did not remember the covenant of brothers")
■As Westermann declared, "In the Old Testament sin and crime are differentiated
neither by terminology nor otherwise
no theologically established distinction exists
between the two.” See Claus Westermann, Elements o f Old Testament Theology, trans.
D. W. Stott (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982), 119.
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4. Edom (Amos 1:11):

r$rn nnch Vn» ^irq
("for he pursued his Brother with’the sword
and destroyed his womenfolk")

rr*: rngo

‘in'?

("his anger tore perpetually,
and wrath kept forever")
5. Ammon (Amos 1:13):

c^ arr» 3'nnrt ]s^ 7

rrnn hopirta

("for they ripped open the pregnant women of
Gilead in order to extend their border”)
6 . Moab

(Amos 2:1):
t s 1?

crwpjbo rrinss iSTqr1??

("for he burned the bones of the
king of Edom to lime”)
7. Judah (Amos 2:4):

n £9 vb Vpm rrirr rnlFrr» ctjtgrtn

("for they despised the"Law of "VTHWH
and His statutes they did not keep”)

crrin« crraR 'o b m »

'c w i

("theur lies led them astray,
the ones which their fathers went after”)
8.

Israel (Amos 2:6-8, 12):

trbn; tc^ 5 ]tn«i p*^

cporbs

(’rfor they sell the righteous for"silver
and the poor for a pair of sandals")
*3!

Y 11!

C’SRBTJ

("they thatpant after the dust o f the earth
[which is] on the head of the powerless
and turn aside the way of the numble”)

'trD c d t » Yth ]sgb
;no
Cevery man and his father go to the (jirl
in order to profane My Holy Name”)

ranrb?
*?-. 'cbin trjrrtm
("and upon garments taken in pledge
they stretch out beside every altar1)
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qv ri*** rra to r ‘e v e s ]7 j
("and wine of those who have been fined,
they drink [in] the house of their gods")
vt? 16k1? crns
rntsTTO tpprn
("but you made the Nazirites drink wine,
and the prophets you commanded,
saying: 'Do not prophesy.’”)
The first six oracles (Damascus/Aram; Gaza/Philistia; Tyre/Phoenicia; Edom;
Ammon; and Moab) put an emphasis on acts of cruelty committed against people in a
context of warfare. The references to "threshing” a land and its inhabitants, exiling a large
number of people, selling a conquered people as slaves, persecuting another nation with the
sword, killing of young and pregnant women, attempts to enlarge one's borders, etc., ail
point to the context of war between these nations. But, interestingly enough, what is
condemned in these oracles is not so much the waging of war in itself, but the excesses
committed in it, the cruelty and inhumane treatment of human beings.
As for Judah, her 30s ("rebellion, transgression”) is described essentially in
religious terms. What is condemned is the nation’::- unfaithfulness to YHWH, her
disrespect for His laws, and her apostasy through idolatry.
The sqs ("rebellion, transgression") of Israel is characterized by the socioreligious
wrongs committed by the wealthy and powerful upper class of this nation at the time. The
righteous, the poor, the defenseless, the insignificant small people in Israel, were exploited
and sold into slavery by their affluent fellow citizens. This violence against the common
people was deeply related to idolatrous practices. Northern Israelites were condemned by
their worship of "the Girl," and by the use of the fruit of their extortions in their idolatrous
worship and religious practices. Finally, the inhabitants o f northern Israel were held guilty
for an open rejection of YHWH. They intentionally opposed YHWH’s gracious provision
in their favor, persecuted those who wanted to consecrate themselves to God (the
Nazirites), and forbade YHWH’s prophets to prophesy.
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Are the charges raised against the foreign nations, Judah, and Israel related to
covenant? Do they betray any element of the OT covenant(s)? If there is covenant: What
kind o f covenant is evoked? Is there only one covenant, or is there more? What is the
nature of the covenantal elements found in Amos 1-2?

The anfa ("Rebellion, Transgression")
of the Foreign Nations in Amos 1-2
and YHWIrs Universal Covenant
Before addressing this question directly, one point must be addressed that has
influenced a great deal of the modem research on the subject. It has been the concern of
many scholars to find a common standard that could be acceptable to the prophet, to his
audience, and to foreign nations as well. For them, only on the basis of some widely
recognized principles could Amos indict nations that have no knowledge of YHWH and of
His word. With this intention, proposals such as international law, international treaties,
common universal principles, wisdom principles of protection of life, etc., have been
made, i This concern betrays our modem preoccupation in finding a good rationale, one
that could be acceptable to all parties. The danger of this kind of search is that one can
finish with ideas that are completely foreign to the biblical book and to the OT. In indicting
the eight nations in Amos 1-2, the prophet clearly comes from YHWH's point of view. It
is from the divine perspective that the foreign nations are indicted, whether they recognize
the validity of His grounds for it or not (a transgressor might easily deny the validity of a
norm, a principle, a law or a treaty).
The universal character o f the
indictm ents in Amos l:3-2:3
In the book of Amos, YHWH’s authority forjudging anyone is especially tied to
the fact that He is the Creator o f the entire universe and of all its inhabitants. It was already
'See the expressions o f this concern, e.g., in Hayes, "Oracles Against the
Nations,” 186-189; idem, Amos, 56-59; Barton, Amos's Oracles, 5-7,43-50; and Gary
Smith, Am os, 33.
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seen, in the discussion of Amos 1:2, that the metaphor of YHWH roaring and uttering His
voice from His dwelling place evoked the concepts of YHWH as Creator and Sovereign of
the entire universe. 1 YHWH’s authority over the nations and over mankind is furthermore
well established by the hymnic passages of the book o f Amos (Amos 4:13; 5:8-9; 9:5-6).
These passages draw a close connection between YHWH as Creator and as Judge of
m a n k in d .2

YHWH's authority to judge is also connected to His sovereignty and control

overall the nations of the world (Amos 2:9-10; 3:1-2; 4:11; 6:14; 9:7-10).3 Both aspects,
YHWH's authority as Creator and as the world's Sovereign, are brought together in Amos
9:5-IO.4
This concept of YHWH as the Creator of the entire world and the Judge of every
man and nation reflects back the basic ideas presented in Gen 1-11, as Norman K.
Gottwald remarked.5 Here again, the book seems to be based on the biblical concept of the
origins of the world, of man, and of the nations,® in its presentation of YHWH's judgment
against them. Coming from such a background, there would be no doubt or conflict in the
■Cf. above, 162-163, 171-172.
2See the detailed discussion on the connection between Creation and Judgment in
these passages in James L. Crenshaw, Hymnic Affirmation o f Divine Justice: The
Doxologies o f Amos and Related Texts in the Old Testament, SBLDS, no. 24
(Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975).
3See discussion in Gottwald, A ll the Kingdoms, 94-119; Dion, Dieu universel,
48-49; Vogels, God's Universal Covenant, 73-113; and Paul, Amos, 45-46, 282-285.
4See Crenshaw, Hymnic Affirmation, 136-137; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 390-395;
Hayes, Amos, 217-218; Gary Smith, Amos, 260-273.
5Gottwald,

A ll the Kingdoms, 118-119.

®It was seen that Gen 1-12 stands behind the words of Amos 3:1-2 in respect to the
theme of the election of Israel from among "all the families of the earth." Cf. above,
226-227.
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mind of the prophet concerning YHWH’s authority to judge anyone, whatever their origin
and their knowledge of YHWH. 1
From the biblical point of view, as Harry M. Orlinsky remarks, foreign nations
were judged by YHWH on the basis of two kinds of crimes: transgressions against the socalled Noahide laws, which may be called crimes against natural law or humanity; and
crimes committed against YHWH Himself or against Israel, His chosen people.2
For what kind of crimes are the foreign nations condemned in Amos 1-2? Do they
involve transgressions of the Noahide laws, or are they related to crimes commited directly
against YHWH and the elected people?
It is evident that Israel was the wronged party in the cases of Damascus/Aram,
Tyre/Phoenicia, Edom, and Ammon. However, the national origin of the "entire
population” deported by Gaza/Philistia is unclear, and in the case of Moab, the wronged
party is Edom and not Israel at all.
Some scholars, like Ernst Wurthwein, Andrd Neher, Yehezkel Kaufmann, and
Menahem Haran, considered that all the war crimes of Israel's neighbors, denounced in
1YHWH's universal authority to judge was well established long before the time of
Amos in the narratives of the fall of Adam and Eve (Gen 3); Cain’s murder of Abel (Gen
4); the Flood (Gen 6- 8); and the Tower of Babel (Gen 11). See the discussion on these
accounts and their importance for the understanding of the biblical religion and faith, in
Martens, God's Design, 25-31; Vogels, God's Universal Covenant, 17-31.

2Harry M. Orlinsky, "The So-Called 'Suffering Servant’ in Isaiah 53," in
Interpreting the Prophetic Tradition: The Goldenson Lectures 1955-1966, ed. Harry
M. Orlinsky, LBS (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College, 1969), 235.
The Noahide laws are described in Gen 9:1-7 and involved: The divine mandate "to
be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth," imposed by YHWH upon man (Gen 9:1,7);
mankind’s mastery over the world and the animal kingdom (Gen 9:2); the regulation o f the
consumption of animal creatures as food, with the requirement for respect of their life (Gen
9:3-4); the interdiction of killing a fellow human being (Gen 9:5), followed by the
formulation of the judicial/penal disposition "whosoever sheds the blood of man, by man
shall his blood be shed” (Gen 9:6). See the discussion on the Noahide laws in Neher,
Am os, 65; Vogels, God’s Universal Covenant, 30; and Robertson, Christ o f the
Covenants, 109-125.
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Amos l:3-2:3, were committed against God's elected people.1 The "entire population”
deported by Gaza/Philistia is understood as referring to the Israelites, which is very
probable (cf. Joel 4[3]:4-6). Their arguments differ, however, in reference to the crime of
Moab. Wiirthwein and Haran considered the crime of Moab as committed against Israel
insofar as Edom is Israel's brother (Amos 1:11; cf. also Num 20:14; Deut 2:4, 8 ; 23:7; and
Obad 10). The crime against Edom is then considered as a crime against Israel also.2 For
Kaufmann, the crime of Moab was probably committed during the war between that nation
and the coalition formed by northern Israel, Judah and Edom, reported in 2 Kgs 3. Edom
was then an Israelite vassal, and the act committed against this nation occurred within the
context of Moab’s rebellion and war against Israel.2 For Neher, the burning of the "bones
of the king of Edom” is an idiomatic expression meaning the burning of the cadavers of the
people killed by the king of Edom in a military attack against Israel.4
Even if one understands the crime of Moab in one of the ways argued above, there
remains the fact, however, that the description of the c *«?9 ("rebellions, transgressions”)
of the foreign nations in Amos 1:3-2:3 possesses certain marked characteristics that
underline first of ail their "universal" and more generalized character. First, the text usually
avoids clearly identifying the national origin of those who suffered the wrongs described.
Second, the emphasis of the text is on the human being and the question o f extreme cruelty
committed against him or her in the context of wan the threshing of Gilead, i.e., the cruel
and violent destruction of that land and its population; the deportation of an entire
population from their land in order to sell them as slaves; the cruel, pitiless use of the
sword to kill people; the violent and cruel killing of young women; the ripping open of the
•Wiirthwein, "Amos-Studien,” 36; Neher, Amos, 52-53, 61; Kaufmann, Religion
o f Israel, 364; Haran, "Rise and Decline," 273.
Wiirthwein, "Amos-Studien," 36; Haran, "Rise and Decline,” 273.
3Kaufmann,
4Neher,

Religion o f Israel, 364.

Amos, 52-53, 61.
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wombs of pregnant women; the burning of bones of a dead person in an act of desecration
and wrath. This emphasis is conveyed in the text by the fact that the description of the
barbaric acts follows immediately the preposition bs ("for, because o f ) that introduces the
reason, the

("rebellion, transgression”), for which each nation is being judged by

YHWH. When political aspects are clearly presented, like Tyre/Phoenicia’s breach of the
"covenant of brothers" and Ammon’s fight to enlarge his border, they come in a secondary
position.
The emphasis on the human being is so strong in the text of Amos that scholars
such as Andre Neher and Yehezkel Kaufmann, though relating all the crimes of the foreign
nations to Israel, recognized the "universal” character of the indictments in Amos l:3-2:3.
For Neher, they are transgressions of the Noahide law that concern the respect for the
human being and his life.1 For Kaufmann, whenever God’s judgment falls upon the
nations, specific gross sins are the cause: murder, sexual immorality, oppression of
strangers, inhum an cruelty. In His indictment of the crimes o f the foreign nations in Amos
1-2, YHWH exercises His power of judgment for the sake of the same kind of crimes for
which He destroyed most of humanity in Gen 6-7, Sodom and Gomorrah in Gen 19, and
the Canaanites in the conquest of Canaan by Israel (Lev 18; 20).?
This emphasis militates against the essentially political interpretation of the rxjs
("rebellion, transgression”) of these nations proposed by Howard R. Macy, Michael L.
Barrd, Max E. Polley, and others.3 The first concern in the oracles is what a nation has
done to a group of people, or to certain individuals, keeping up with the humanitarian focus
observed throughout the book of Amos. Though, as already discussed in detail, the series
of oracles in Amos 1-2 concerns solely eight nations that were once part of, or associated
with, the Davidic empire and therefore are not universal in scope, the indictments brought
iIbid., 62-67.
2Kaufmann,
3Cf.

Religion o f Israel, 365-366.

above, 233-234.
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against these nations are "universal" in character insofar as they are mainly concerned with
the fate of human beings within the political conflicts between these nations. This
noticeable humanitarian aspect is what has led many scholars to speak about the
universality of YHWH’s Law, of natural law, universal principles of morality and justice,
customary laws practiced among the ANE nations, and/or widespread standards of right
and wrong based on the common wisdom shared among these nations.1
A critique o f the "universal" interpretations
based on customary laws, and on
common wisdom
Some of these "universal" interpretations are highly problematic, however. The
interpretations that put too much weight on common standards o f right and wrong shared
throughout the ANE, through common customary laws and standard wisdom principles,
for example, often overlook the fact that many of the practices mentioned in Amos 1-2 were
common among the nations of ANE. It is far from certain that every people, and especially
those of the nation that committed the wrong, would recognize and agree with the
condemnations of the prophet Especially in context of war, common principles practiced
in the day-by-day life are usually forgotten and broken, and above all hardly considered as
applicable to an enemy people.?
The utter destruction of a land and its population, evoked by the imagery of
threshing with sledges of iron, was not uncommon.3 Taking people captive and selling
•Cf. above, 34-35, 42-44, 232-234.
?For the lack of regulations and accepted mores in the practice of warfare between
the nations o f the ANE, see the fine survey of Odd Palmer Heilskov Jordal, "Ethics of
Punishment and Warfare Among the Ancient Nations Surrounding Israel” (M.A. thesis.
Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary, 1951), 38-73. For an insightful discussion
on how barbarism has been the general rule in warfare from ancient times to our present
days, despite even some modem efforts to set "acceptable” rules for war, see F. J. P.
Veale, Advance to Barbarism (Appleton, WI: C. C. Nelson, 1953), especially pp. 22-40
that deal with the ANE.
3Cf-

above, 59.
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them as slaves was a profitable business widely practiced in the ANE world. 1 Merciless
Ifilling of the female population of a country and especially the barbaric execution of
pregnant women were sometimes features of warfare, and became a clichd, in ANE, for a
war of total extermination.2 The Bible itself gives a number of examples o f this (2 Kgs
8:7; 15:16; 2 Chr 36:17; Isa 13:16,18; Lam 2:21; Hos 10:14; 13:16). A Middle-Assyrian
hymn composed to extol the conquest of Tiglathpileser I (ca. 1114-1076 B.C.) records that
he slit the wombs of pregnant women, pulled out the eyes of children, and cut the throats
of strong men.3 A Neo-Babylonian lament cries over the sight of the ripping o f mothers’
wombs.4
Desecration of tombs and destruction of the bones of an enemy were also practiced
in a demonstration of total wrath and disrespect for the opponent. In a report o f a lengthy
and bitter war with the Elamites, Ashurbanipal, king of Assyria, noted the extreme
measures he took after his victory over the enemy. He seized properties, looted their
palaces, destroyed their temples, killed their leaders, deported their citizens, and in addition
he removed the bones of his enemies' past rulers, carried them off to Assyria and smashed
them in Nineveh.5 The destruction of the bones of an enemy is another example of total
war, where there is little respect for individuals. The act of Moab can be understood along
these same lines. The expression "burning something to lime" appears elsewhere in the OT
only in Isa 33:12, and is applied to the act of YHWH's judgment against the peoples, when
■See Isaac Mendelsohn, Slavery in the Ancient Near East: A Comparative Study
o f Slavery in Babylonia. Assyria, Syria, and Palestine From the M iddle o f the Third
Millennium to the End o f the First Millennium (New York: Oxford University Press,
1949), 1-3, 92-94, 101-102.
2See Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 314; and Hartmut Schmokel, Ur. Assur und Babylon.
Drei Jahrtausend im Zweistromland (Stuttgart: Gustav (Clipper, 1955), 114.
^Mordechai Cogan, "’Ripping Open Pregnant Women’ in Light of an Assyrian
Analogue," JAOS 103 (1983): 755-757. .
4W. G. Lambert, "A Neo-Babylonian Tammuz Lament," JAOS 103 (1983): 212,
line 19, 214-215.

5See the transcription o f these texts in Hayes, Am os, 99.
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the sinners will be entirely annihilated by His consuming breath. Moab’s action then can
be seen as a manifestation o f an act of extreme wrath and fury, a violent action. It can also
denote an act of extreme disrespect, for the expression in Amos 2:1 may imply that Moab
not only burned it, but reduced it to lime with the purpose o f using it as such. 1
The acts condemned in Amos l:3-2:3 were not uncommon in the ANE world.
They were even a source o f pride for those who perpetrated them, the very sign of their
victory and humiliation o f the enemy. They were, however, the source of lament, shame,
and desolation for those who suffered them. It seems rather difficult then to evoke
common customary laws, or standard international principles o f wisdom, that could
establish a pattern of action of right and wrong that would be considered valid by all the
parties involved in a military conflict.
In Amos, as in all the other prophets that pronounced judgment against foreign
nations,2 the nations are considered responsible before YHWH, whether they recognize it
or n o t YHWH would not accept their attitude of contempt in regard to human beings and
human life, manifested in the usage of violence without measure in their warfare.
The universality o f
YHWH's Law
The divine attitude above toward the nations of the world brings to the forefront the
question of the universality of YHWH’s Law, especially of the moral-ethical aspects of the
'The preposition b can be understood as "for," indicating the purpose for which the
action was done. Moab then would have burned the bones o f the king of Edom "for” lime,
in order to obtain lime. Such an understanding of the verse already appears in Tg: bn
STT35 R-TB JC-T7 ! c t i r t R?bo
("for he burned the bones of the king of Edom
and plastered his house [with] them, like lime”).
2Cf. the oracles against foreign nations in Isa 2:12-22; 10:14-34; 11:14-16; 13-23;
33-34; 47; Jer 25:15-38; 27:1-11; 46-51; Ezek 25-32; 35; 38-39; Joel 4[3]: 1-17; Obadiah;
Jonah 3:4; Mic 7:16-17; Nahum; Hab 2:6-20; Zeph 2:l-3:8; Hag 2:22-23; Zech 9:1-8; Mai
1:2-5. Time and again in these oracles the pride and insolence of these nations are
condemned, as well as their corruption, love of violence and wrong, and their complete
disdain for the will of YHWH and His standards of righteousness and goodness. See
Hayes, "Oracles Against the Nations," 173-291; Macy, "Legal Metaphor," 37-58; Vogels,
God's Universal Covenant, 82-90.
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Law that gives to it a universal validity. Here again, Gen 1-11 seems to form the
foundation of the prophetic view. This is evidenced by the association of the concepts of
YHWH as Creator, Sovereign, and Lawgiver. These concepts are fundamentally
established in the first chapters of the book of Genesis. God's creative activity, in Gen
I-2 ,

not only brought the universe and all'its inhabitants into existence, but also established

the laws o f their function and place in His creation. The laws of nature were established by
YHWH, and nature responded in obedience to His commandments (Gen 1:1-31; 6:17;
7:13-8:5, 13-14, 21-22; Pss 33:6,9; 147:15-18; 148:8; Isa 48:3; etc.). Man also was
subject to YHWH’s laws, and since the beginning he was given specific commandments
regulating his relationship with God (submission and obedience—Gen 1:28-30; 2:16-17;
3:11, 16-19; 4:3-7; 6:13-7:9; 8:15-18; 9:1-17), with his fellow man (equality of all human
beings, respect for man and for his life, sexual relations/marriage—Gen 1:26-28; 2:18,2024; 3:16; 4:7, 9-15; 5:1-2; 9:5-7, 18-10:32), and with the created world (rulership, work,
food—Gen 1:26-29; 2:15-16, 19-20, 3:17-19,23; 9:1-5,7). The transgression of these
established laws brought a divine judgment upon the violator (Gen 3:16-19; 4:10-12; 6:5-7,
II-13, 17; 7:4, 10-24; 11:5-9). YHWH as the Creator, and the Sovereign over entire
mankind, has all the right to impose on them His rules, require their obedience, and punish
their transgression. ■
The biblical theme of the universal responsibility of mankind to do what is right has
led a number of scholars to speak of the existence of "natural laws" in the OT.2 These
"natural laws” are usually understood to be a set of universal principles of right and wrong
•For more discussion, see Yehezkel Kaufmann, The Religion o f Israel: From Its
Beginning to the Babylonian Exile (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960), 296297; Vogels, God’s Universal Covenant, 20-23; Sidney Greidanus, "The Universal
Dimension of Law in the Hebrew Scriptures," SR 14 (1985): 39-51; and Gordon J.
Wenham, "The Perplexing Pentateuch,” VE 17 (1987): 7-21.
2See discussion in John Barton, "Natural Law and Poetic Justice in the Old
Testament," JTS 30 (1979): I-14; and Alan F. Johnson, "Is There a Biblical Warrant for
Natural-Law Theories?" JETS 25 (1982): 185-199.
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inherently written in the heart and conscience of every human being; or else, ethical-moral
standards that can be obtained through reason, by reflecting on the created world and on
man’s ordinary experience. 1 The natural origin of these "natural laws" is usually stressed
over against the supernatural origin of the Mosaic Law, given through special revelation to
Israel.2
Such, however, is not the view of the OT. As remarked above, even the laws that
regulate natural phenomena are presented in Gen 1:1-2:3 as commanded and established by
God. They are not "naturally" inherent to nature, as part of its intrinsic substance. The
same is true for the laws that regulate human beings; they are explicitly ''commanded," they
were established by God since the beginning and were communicated to man through the
divine word. In no sense were they left to be formulated by human speculation.
YHWH’s universal covenant
with m ankind
The universal laws that regulate both nature and humankind are then not "natural,”
as the term is usually understood, but "divine."3 As Jakob Jocz remarked, these laws are
not understood in the OT mechanically, as if they were impersonal principles implanted in
nature and in the human mind, but rather they possess a personal and covenantal nature;
they are part of YHWH’s covenant with man and His creation.4 Indeed, as Jacques Ellul
observed:
■See a summary of different definitions of "natural law” in Johnson, "NaturalLaw," 198-199.
2Cf. Barton, "Natural Law," 2-3, 8-9, 13-14.
3See the criticism of "natural law," as it is understood philosophically, as an
independent reality inherent in nature and in man, in Jacques Ellul, The Theological
Foundation o f Law, trans. Marguerite Wieser (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1960), 6074.
4Jocz,

Covenant, 36.
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The act of God that establishes law is precisely the covenant. We might say it is
God’s righteousness in motion. What seemingly had no relationship whatsoever with
human law, like a rule established in heaven, like a purely mystical event, now is related
to man's situation. The covenant is a kind of a bridge between God’s righteousness
and the earth. It is one of the links between divine law and human law. At the same
time in the covenant the nucleus of human law becomes concrete and visible. This in
no way gives support to a theory of natural law since law is strictly "supranatural."1
The universal laws of YHWH speak then of a universal covenant, a theme that
appears a number o f times explicitly spelled out in some passages of the OT.
The first clear presentation of a universal covenant in the OT appears in Gen 9:117, in Noah’s covenant. YHWH's covenant with Noah is the most universal there can be.
It included not only Noah and his family, hence all humanity, but also every living creature
on earth (Gen 9:9-10,16). The central concern of this covenant is the preservation of life.
This concern is expressed in YHWH’s promises: of never again destroying all flesh by
bringing a flood upon the earth (Gen 8:21; 9:11-15); of maintaining the regularity of the
seasons, of the cold and heat, of the day and night (Gen 8:22); and of never again cursing
the ground because of man (Gen 8:21). The concern for the preservation of life is also
present in the renewal of man’s lordship over the animals (Gen 9:2), in the commandment
of not eating flesh with its blood (Gen 9:4), and in the interdiction of bloodshed either by
beast or by man (Gen 9:5-6). These provisions made it possible for man to fulfill
YHWH’s commandment to "be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” (Gen 9:1, 7, 1819). Being a covenant with entire mankind, every man and nation (the list of the nations of
the world follows in Gen 10) is bound to it, according to the biblical text.2 The positioning
of the account of Noah's covenant just before the beginning of the particular history of
Abraham and of Israel provides the wider context in which this particular history
'Ellul, Theological Foundation, 58-59.
2For more discussion on Noah's covenant, see Buis, Notion d'alliance, 50-52;
Vogels, God's Universal Covenant, 29-31; Dumbrell, Covenant, 11-46; Robert Murray,
Cosmic Covenant, 32-35, 101-103.
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takes its meaning and function. Noah’s covenant provides a fundamental key through
which later theological developments of the OT were intended to be understood. •
In the book of Hosea, YHWH's covenant with Israel is twice set in parallel with
the divine universal covenant with mankind. In the first instance, in Hos 2:18-22, one of
the promises of the restoration o f the nation and of the renewal of their covenant with God
was related with the promise that YHWH would make a covenant with the rn^rt nrt ("beast
of the field”), the CQfit r p ("birds of the sky"), and the

a ? i ("creeping creatures of

the ground"), in order to bring peace and prosperity to His people (Hos 2:20[18]). This
covenant recalls Noah’s covenant (Gen 9:8-17), the only other occurrence in the OT o f a
divine covenant in which the animal world is included too; indeed, with almost the same
class of animals described in Hosea.2 YHWH’s covenant with the animals in favor o f His
people had as its main concern a peaceful relationship between man and these animals for
the preservation of life, a very central theme of the covenant in Gen 9 (vs. 2).
In the second case, in Hos 6:7, where Israel’s transgression of her covenant with
YHWH is compared with Adam’s transgression of an original covenant between God and
man. This comparison implies the belief that the first man, Adam, lived in a special
covenant relationship with God that was broken by sin. W. J. Dumbrell has argued in
detail for the existence of such a notion in Gen 1-3, especially as it is expressed by the
themes of the divine image and man's kingship over nature, the rest of the seventh day, the
•See the interesting discussion on the importance of Noah’s covenant for biblical
theology, a theme usually forgotten by a number of scholars, in L. Dequeker, "Noah and
Israel: The Everlasting Divine Covenant with Mankind,” in Questions disputees d'Ancien
Testament. Methode et theologie, ed. C. Brekelmans, BETL, no. 33 (Louvain: Leuven
University Press, 1974), 115-129.
2Gen 9:10 speaks of "all living creatures" among the *115 ("birds"), the rmra
("livestock"), the fa c t nrt ("beasts of the earth”), indeed "every living creature" that came
from the ark with Noah. For the discussion of the correspondence between the covenant in
Hos 2:20[18] and the Noahide covenant, see Vogels, G od’s Universal Covenant, 32; and
Robert Murray, Cosmic Covenant, 30-32.
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goal o f communion with God, the divine demand of obedience and its breach.! Above it
all, however, Dumbrell sees the strongest evidence for such a concept in the fact that in
Gen 6:17-18 and 9:1-17, Noah’s covenant lacks the terminology characteristic of covenant
initiation. Central to Dumbrell’s argumentation is the fact that the expression r r a c*pn ("to
establish/confirm a covenant") is consistently used in reference to Noah's covenant in Gen
6:18; 9:9,11,17. This expression always appears in contexts where the focus is on the
perpetuation of a covenant that was already in vigor, and does not refer to the establishment
of a new covenant (e.g., Gen 17:7, 19,21; Exod 6:4; Lev 26:9; Deut 8:18; 2 Kgs 23:3).
Noah's covenant is presented as a renewal and a confirmation of the commitment and role
that YHWH bestowed upon Adam.2 The evocation of Adam in a covenant context in
Hosea argues then for the notion o f a universal covenant between mankind and God.3
In Isaiah, one can find two other references to YHWH's universal covenant. First,
Isa 24:5, contains a very explicit reference. The context of the passage speaks of a
universal judgment in which YHWH would lay waste the earth and destroy its inhabitants
with fire (vss. 1 , 6). The reason given for this global judgment is that the inhabitants o f the
earth have rrtn r a y ("transgressed the laws"), pfr ishn ("violated the statutes"), and
IDumbrell, Covenant, 33-39.
2Ibid., 11-33. More recently, Jeffrey Niehaus has elaborated on the striking
similarities between the Creation account of Gen 1:1-2:3 and the ANE treaties of the second
millennium B.C. In his study, he shows how the OT understanding of God’s relationship
with man since the beginning is deeply covenantal. Cf., Jeffrey Niehaus, God at Sinai:
Covenant &. Theophany in the Bible and Ancient Near East (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1995), 143-153.

3Many scholars emend the text o f Hos 6:7 and read "at/in Adam," understanding
that the prophet speaks of a town where some breach of the covenant occurred. Douglas
Stuart (Hosea-Jonah, 110-111) reads civo as "like dirt," meaning that Israel has walked
over YHWH’s covenant as they walk over the din. See, however, the arguments in favor
of reading the proper name "Adam" in Vogels, God's Universal Covenant, 33;
McComiskey, Covenants o f Promise, 214-216; idem, "Hosea," in Minor Prophets: An
Exegetical and Expository Commentary, vol. I, Hosea, Joel, Amos, ed. Thomas
Edward McComiskey (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1992), 95.
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cbis rro ran ("broken the eternal covenant"). This passage in Isaiah is highly important
for the discussion on Amos 1*2, as was seen above. 1 Many parallel expressions and
themes occur here and in Amos that elucidate the subject of judgment against the nations in
both books. Isa 24 comes as the conclusion of the series of oracles against the nations in
the preceding chapters. It shares some very specific points with Amos 1:2, like the usage
of

("to moum/dry up") to describe the desolation and destruction (vss. 4, 7) caused by

YHWH's judgment of fire (vs. 6), and the emphasis on Zion and Jerusalem as YHWH’s
dwelling place (vs. 23). Isa 24:5 speaks of laws, statutes, and of an eternal covenant that
the inhabitants of the world have broken. Because o f this universal transgression, "the
earth lies polluted under its inhabitants" (vs. 5a). The question of pollution of the land by
its inhabitants is tied in the OT to either bloodshed (Num 35:33-34; Ps 106:38) or
prostitution/idolatry (Jer 3:1-2,9; 23:10-11). The breach of the universal covenant in Isa
24 then could be due to one of these actions, or to both of them. Here again, Isa 24 sheds
light on Amos 1-2, where violent bloodshed is the main reason for the divine judgment
against foreign nations. The entire context of Isa 24 refers back to Gen 1-11, as is further
evidenced by the unique reference to the opening of "windows of heaven" to pour out
judgment upon mankind (vs. 18; Gen 7:11; 8:2). The breach of the eternal covenant of
YHWH and the transgression of His laws and statutes for mankind, that the book of Isaiah
speaks of, are then to be seen in connection with the laws and covenant presented in the
first eleven chapters of Genesis.2
Second, in Isa 54:9-10, the new covenant that YHWH will establish with Israel is
clearly compared with the covenant that He established with Noah after the Flood. As
YHWH has promised to Noah never to destroy all o f humanity again by a flood, so He
iCf. above, 190-192.
2See the discussion in Vogels, God's Universal Covenant, 33-34; Robert Murray,
Cosmic Covenant, 16-26; Gray, Isaiah I-XXXIX, 182-184; Watts, Isaiah 1-33, 315322; Oswalt, Isaiah, 446.
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promises now never again to be angry and rebuke Israel. This new covenant is also tied
with YHWH's covenant with Abraham (Isa 54:1-3) and David (Isa 55:3). •
Another reference to YHWH’s universal covenant with mankind is found in Jer
33:20-25, where YHWH guarantees that His promises of restoration will be fulfilled and
that His covenant with David and with the Levites will stand. For this purpose, YHWH
evokes His unchangeable covenant of the day and night (nVpn TrTqrrati era 'rr~cm<
["My covenant of the day and My covenant of the night”]).2 This covenant implies the
security of the continuation of day and night (vs. 20 ) and the laws that govern this
sequence (vs. 25, n$> P 39 rripn ["the statutes of heaven and earth"]). This covenant of
the day and night points back to the original universal covenant of creation, when these
laws were established (Gen 1:3-5), and above all to Noah's covenant, in which the stability
of this sequence occupies a very important place (Gen 8:22).3
YHWH’s universal covenant with mankind may also be the subject of Zech 11:10’s
mention of YHWH’s "covenant with all the peoples" (trojurrb^TW *Fn?

TH 3T**

[”My covenant which I have made with all the peoples"]). If understood in this sense, this
would be another reference to Noah's covenant and its central concern for the protection of
human life. YHWH’s act of breaking His covenant, in Zechariah, is symbolized by the
breaking of the staff "kindness" (e £,

v ss.

7, 10). This implied the cessation of the divine

restraining action among the nations of the world. This divine action was holding in check
world powers that could inflict a widespread destruction among all peoples. Once the
•See Porubcan, Sin, 437; Vogels, God's Universal Covenant, 34; Dumbrell,
Covenant, 194-196; Robert Murray, Cosmic Covenant, 36-38.
2”Covenant of the day and night” not "covenant with the day and night,”
understanding that "day and night" defines here what the covenant is about and not those
with whom God established His covenant. The regularity of the sequence of day and night
was part of the original covenant o f creation with Adam, and o f the reconfirmation of this
covenant with Noah (Gen 1:3-5; 8:22). For more discussion see Robert Murray, Cosmic
Covenant, 4-6, 33-35.
6,

3Vogels, God’s Universal Covenant, 34-35; Robert Murray, Cosmic Covenant, 433-35.
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covenant was broken, YHWH would allow the rulers of the earth to slaughter and destroy
at will (vs. 6).i The text, however, is a difficult one and different interpretations are
possible (e.g., that it refers to YHWH's covenant with Israel, or to a covenant with the
nations for the sake of Israel's protection).?
The biblical view of YHWH as Creator, Sovereign, Lawgiver, and a God in
covenant with His creadon, and especially with mankind, argues strongly for a covenantal
basis for the indictments in Amos against the foreign nadons. This basis seems much more
solid than the evocations of international treaties, customary laws, common standards o f
right and wrong provided by the ANE wisdom, etc. Isa 24, in particular, strongly argues
in this direction, since it not only clearly presents the notion of a universal covenant but
also associates with it some key terminology and themes that are essential to Amos 1-2.
Coming from inside the biblical context, then, Andre Neher’s old, and often
spumed, contention for Noah’s covenant as the background for the indictments o f the
foreign nations in Amos seems to stand on quite firm ground.? Moreover, L. Dequeker’s
•For such an understanding of this prophecy of Zechariah, see Vogels, God’s
Universal Covenant, 35-36; and David L. Petersen, Zechariah 9-14 and Malachi: A
Commentary, OTL (London: SCM Press, 1995), 90-98.
2CaroI L. and Eric M. Meyer, e.g., proposed that c a u rrtp ("all the peoples”)
refers to Israel and not to national groups as is usually the case in OT. In order to
substantiate their interpretation, they quote passages such as Isaac’s blessing that "peoples”
would serve Jacob (Gen 27:29), God’s promise that Jacob would become a "company o f
peoples" (Gen 48:4), and Jacob’s prediction that the obedience of the "peoples” would
belong to Judah (Gen 49:10), which they understand as referring to the tribes of Israel and
not to other nations. See Carol L. Meyers and Eric M. Meyers, Zechariah 9-14: A New
Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB, vol. 25c (New York: Doubleday,
1993), 268-271. This interpretation is, however, dubious, since the passages in Genesis
seem to be reaffirmations of the universal extent of the promises that YHWH once made to
Abraham (Gen 12:3; 17:2-6).
For the view of a covenant with the nations for the sake of Israel, see Kenneth L.
Barker, "Zechariah,” in The Expositor's Bible Commentary, vol. 7, Daniel-M inor
Prophets, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein et ai. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1985), 677.
?Neher argued that the "berith noahidique" ("Noahide covenant") is the only key
for the interpretation of the universalism of Amos. See frill discussion in Neher, Amos,
49-67.
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request for more attention and serious consideration for the meaning and importance of
Noah’s covenant for the understanding of biblical theology is still as timely today as it was
some twenty years ago.t

The
("Rebellion, Transgression")
of Judah and the Mosaic Covenant
The 295 ("rebellion, transgression") of Judah is presented through a very
distinctive vocabulary that pertains to the domain of the OT covenant between YHWH and
Israel.2 Indeed, the language is so strongly covenantal that many scholars consider the
oracle against Judah to be a late addition to the original series in Amos 1-2, because o f its
supposedly Deuteronomistic phraseology and theology .3 There has not been much
opposition, therefore, in recognizing covenantal connotations in the oracle, either by those
who consider covenant to be an early element in the Israelite religion, or by those who
consider it to be late.4
■Dequeker, "Noah and Israel,” 115-116, 125-129.
2See Neher, Amos, 68 ; Vogels, "Invitation,” 235; Seilhamer, "Role of the
Covenant," 437-438; Bushey, "Theology of Amos,” 109; Vesco, "Amos de Teqoa," 510;
Snyder, "Law,” 161; Hauan, "Background," 338-339; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 316;
Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 299-300; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 138-139; Gary
Smith, Amos, 71; Finley, Am os, 158-159; House, Unity o f the Twelve, 51, 134-135,
176; John T. Willis, "Prophetic Hermeneutics," RQ 32 (1990): 194; Niehaus, "Amos,"
361.
3See Harper, Am os and Hosea, 45; Snaith, Amos, 2:35-36; Cripps, Am os, 284286; Kapelrud, Central Ideas, 29-30; Mays, Amos, 41-42; Brightup, "Northern Origins,"
208; Hauret, Amos et Osee, 30-31; Monloubou, "Amos," 708-709; Clements, Prophecy
and Tradition, 42-44; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 163-164; Coote, Amos, 113; Amsier,
"Amos," 178-179; Phillips, "Prophecy and Law," 226; Soggin, Amos, 45-46; MartinAchard and Re'emi, G od’s People, 20; Mowvley, Amos & Hosea, 27-28.
4John H. Hayes represents one of the few voices that does not recognize any
covenantal trace in die oracle against Judah. For him, the prophet Amos is addressing the
ethical-polidcal problem of Judah’s political submission to Israel. Hayes argues that Judah
has been submitted to Israel since the time of the Israelite king Omri (ca. 879 B.C.) to the
time of Pekah (ca. 734 B.C.). Amos criticized this long policy of submission, a policy that
was not shared by all southerners and that certainly was not consistent with the Davidic
ideology. In this light, Hayes understands the rrrr rrrr. ("the law of YHWH”) as a
political instruction, given by YHWH through a prophet as in Isa 1:10; 5;24:30:9, and the
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The divine indictment against Judah first holds her guilty for rejecting the Law of
YHWH, and not keeping His statutes (Amos 2:4). In Isa 5:24, God’s people are held
guilty for the same reason. The phraseology is almost identical to that of Amos, and it is
the only other place in the OT where the verb c tp ("to reject") and the expression rrtrr* rrrr;
("the Law of YHWH”) occur together.*
This reference to the rejection of the Law of YHWH in Isaiah comes as a
concluding remark for the series of woes that follow the "Song of the Vineyard" in Isa 5.
In these woes, the sins of God’s people are detailed and spelled out. There are great
similarities between chap. 5 in Isaiah and the description of the sins of God’s people in the
book of Amos. The wrongs denounced in both Isa 5 and in Amos are practically
identical.2 They also share the themes of YHWH’s judgment by fire,3 and His use of
mighty foreign nations in order to accomplish His punishment that will include the utter
destruction of the nation, the killing of a large part of the population, and the exile of most
rpn ("His statutes") as referring to political decrees from YHWH, like the one in Ps 2:7
that affirms the divine sonship of the Davidic monarch, and his dominion over the nations
of the world. Finally, the c r a p ("their lies”), which their fathers followed, refer to
Judah’s policy of political submission to the northern kingdom of Israel. The sense here is
that of political plans and activities as in Isa 28:15-17 and Hos 7:13 and 12:1. Cf. Hayes,
Am os, 103-104.
The major objection to Hayes's views is that when the passage is taken in its
totality, and the close association existing in the text between all the terms of the passage is
considered, especially that between nyr rrrr, ("the law of YHWH") and Cj?n ("statutes”),
the biblical parallels in which these terms are so closely associated always speak of
YHWH’s covenant with His people and of the laws that belong to this covenant. Cf. the
remarks on these lines in Harper, Amos and Hosea, 45; Cripps, Amos, 284; Kapelrud,
Central Ideas, 29-30; and Mays, Amos, 41-42.
*It reads: 'one bR-ppjiTp rrct< ran rriteis nyr rn r; ra o p '3 ("for they rejected
the Law of YHWH of Hosts and despised the word o f the Holy One of Israel”).
2The divine complaint for the lack of "justice” and "righteousness" (Isa 5:7 // Amos
5:24; 6 ; 12); the rapacious accumulation of wealth and properties (Isa 5:8-9 // Amos 2:7;
3:15; 5:11: 6 :11); the drunkenness, revelry, and lavish living of a corrupted high class (Isa
5:11-12// Amos 4:1-3; 6:4-7); the perversion o f justice, oppression of the innocent, and
rampant wickedness of the upper class (Isa 5:18-23 // Amos 2:6-7; 4:1; 5:7, 10-12; 6:12;
8:6).
3Isa 5:24-25 // Amos 1:2,4,7, 10, 14; 2:2,5; 7:4.
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of the survivors. 1 Similar also is the theme o f darkness instead of light in the day of
YHWH’s judgment,* and the use of the imagery o f roaring lions.3
All these similarities may indicate that the indictment for rejecting the Law of
YHWH in Amos could refer not only to religious sins and idolatry, as it is usually
considered among biblical scholars,4 but also to the kind of injustice and violence that
Isaiah, a contemporary of Amos, describes as occurring in the midst of the Judean society.
Furthermore, the close parallelism between rnrr rrrin ("the Law o f YHWH”) and
rpn ("His statutes”), in the text of Amos, seems to point to the legal body of laws and
instructions that was at the foundation of YHWH's covenant with His people. Indeed,
YHWH’s rrrr. ("Law”) and His crpn ("statutes”) are always associated in a covenantal
context, and refer especially to the Law that YHWH gave to Israel through Moses.3 This
association argues against more general interpretations of the rrrr rnin ("the Law of
YHWH") as divine instruction given through a prophetic oracle, or through a cultic
instruction by the priests.6 Only by dissociating the two terms above, and by analyzing
them independently from one another, can one find support for these views.7
•Isa 5:26-30 // Amos 1:2-2:16; 3:11; 6:14; etc.
*Isa 5:30 // Amos 5:20.
3Isa 5:29-30//Amos 1:2
4Typical are assertions such as James Luther Mays that the oracle against Judah has
only a "theological” concern and that it focuses only on religious wrongs. Cf. Mays,
Am os, 42.
SExod 18:16,20; Lev 26:46; Deut 4:6-8,44-45; 17:19; 27:8-10; 2 Kgs 17:13, 15,
37; 1 Chr 22:12-13; 2 Chr 19:10; 33:8; Ezra 7:10-11; Neh 9:13-14; 10:29-30; Pss 105:45;
119:33-34,53-55, 68-72, 83-85, 112-113, 124-126, 135-136, 153-155; Mai 3:22.
®This implication for the identification of rn r; ("Law”) and pfr ("statute”) in Amos
2:4 was already emphasized by Harper, Amos and Hosea, 45; Cripps, Amos, 284; Mays,
Amos, 41-42; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 138-139, among others.
7See, e.g., the propositions of Myers, Book o f Amos, 109-110; Kapelrud, Central
Ideas, 29-30; Hammershaimb, Amos, 44; Hayes, Amos, 104.
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The association of ig ? ("to keep”) and crpn ("statutes") is also essentially
covenantal. Outside Amos, it occurs in contexts that speak of the covenant between
YHWH and His people, and the statutes of that covenant given by YHWH through
Moses, i
The divine indictment continued by referring to the practice of idolatry in Judah.
The false gods are designated as the ra t? ("lies”) after which their fathers went. This
interpretation is the most common and widespread one.2 Some scholars, however, have
challenged such an understanding. They usually remark that: (1) the usage of ra ra ("lies")
for idols is hypothetical, since it occurs only here in Amos; (2) the word "lies" can refer to
false prophecy or wrong teaching (Num 23:19; Ps 89:34[33], 36[35]; Ezek 13:6-9); and
(3) the subject of the hiphil ~3^r\ ("to lead astray") is usually human (e.g., wicked leaders
or false prophets [political leaders—2 Kgs 21:9; 2 Chr 33:9; Isa 3:12; 9:15; Jer 50:6; false
prophets—Jer 23:30-32; Ezek 13:10; Mic 3:5]) who were the usual opponents of YHWH’s
true prophets; hence, there could be here a synecdoche where "lies” stand for both the false
prophecies or crooked leadership, and for the false prophets or the wicked leaders
themselves.2
>E.g., Exod 15:26; Deut 4:5-6, 8-9,40; 5:1,31-32; 6:1-3, 17, 24-25; 7:11-12;
11:32; 12:1; 16:12; 17:19; 26:16-17; 1 Kgs 8:58,61; 9:4; 2 Kgs 17:37; 1 Chr 22:13;
29:18-19; 2 Chr 7:17; 33:8; 34:31; Neh 1:7; 10:30; Pss 105:45; 119:5,8; Ezek 36:27; Mai
3:7.
-LXX already clearly understood Amos 2:4 in this sense, reading xai etrXavTicrei/
avroug Ta paTaia a ih w , a €Troipaav, olg efnicoAoO0T|aai' 01 iraTepe? airrciii/
("and their idols led them astray, the ones which they made, those which their fathers
followed"). The term r a paTaia ("what is worthless, empty, idols") also refers to idols,
e.g., in 3[1] Kgs 16:13,26; 4[2] Kgs 17:15; Jer 2:5; 8:19; 10:3, 15; 28[5I]:18; Zech 10:2;
11:17, translating the plural of words such as
("worthless, pagan god, idol") and t a r
("breath, nothingness, void, idol").
2Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 302-306; Gary Smith, Amos, 80. For Hayes
(Amos, 103), C 3t3 ("lies") means political plans and activities, as in Isa 28:15-17 and Hos
7:13 and 12:1.
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These observations bring up some interesting points, and offer an alternative
interpretation to the divine charge in Amos 2:4. The "classical” understanding, however,
still makes good sense in the light of the totality of the verse.
First, although the subject of the hiphil nstrt ("to lead astray") is usually human,
there are other passages in the OT in which some abstract ideas are said to lead astray a
person, or a people. Job 15:31 states that the man who believes in ks? ("worthless, vain,
deceit, idol”) is "led astray" (nan:). Prov 12:26 declares that the r s y i TT? ("the way of
wicked men") "will lead them astray” (ccn?*). In Hos 4:12, YHWH complains that His
people consult wooden idols, and are answered by a stick of wood, and that this "spirit of
prostitution" (crrct rrn) "led them astray" (rtsrn). There is no reason therefore why Amos
could not use the same imagery when speaking of idols and the practice of idolatry among
God's people.
Furthermore, the use of the expression "int* 'f?n ("to go after") in conjunction with
other gods, idols, occurs very fiequently in the OT.i The evocation of the sin of idolatry
of the "fathers," in the prophetic indictment of God’s people, was not uncommon.2 The
expression in itself is heavily charged with covenantal connotation. YHWH requires that
His people to follow after Him (Deut 13:3; 1 Kgs 18:21). The expression translates the
idea of covenantal fidelity (2 Chr 34:31), not only in the OT, but also in the ANE world of
political treaties.2
iCf. Deut 4:3; 6:14; 8:19; 11:28; 28:14; Judg 2:12, 19; 1 Kgs 11:10; 18:18,21;
21:26; 2 Kgs 17:15; Jer 2:5; 7:9; 8:2; 9:13; 11:10; 13:10; 16:11; 25:6; 35:15; Hos 2:7,15;
5:11.
2Cf. Judg 2:19; Jer 2:5; 9:13; 11:10; 16:11.
2See the discussion on the usage o f the expression "to go after” in the ANE treaties
in William L. Moran, "The Ancient Near Eastern Background of the Love of God in
Deuteronomy," CBQ 25 (1963): 82-83; Hillers, Covenant, 131; Weinfeld, "Covenant,"
1017; Seilhamer, "Role o f the Covenant," 441-442; Paul, Amos, 22,75-76; and Niehaus,
"Amos," 361.
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Finally, it was com m on to use cacophemistic words in order to refer to idols and
false gods in the OT.* Hence, the usage of C*3t3 ("lies”) for idols in Amos 2:4 is not
surprising. It can probably be the meaning of the word in Pss 4:3[2] and 40:5[4] too .2
Taking into consideration the totality of the indictment in Amos 2:4, with its
specific terms and general thinking, a connection could be made between this verse and
passages such as 1 Kgs 11:4-13 (the apostasy of Solomon by following other gods in his
old age, and not keeping the commandments of YHWH), and 18:18-21 (Elijah confronting
the apostasy of Israel under Ahab). But above all, the closest connection with Amos seems
to be 2 Kgs 17:7-23, where almost every term of Amos 2:4 is present, and the theological
thinking is very close to that in Amos. The close connection between Amos 2:4-5 and the
passages like the ones above makes clear that the actions condemned in the oracle against
Judah represent a breach of the covenant established between YHWH and His people, and
because of this breach, YHWH was bringing judgment against His people (cf. I Kgs
11:11; 2 Kgs 17:15, 18-20).
Gary V. Smith and David Allan Hubbard were probably right when they remarked
that in the oracle against Judah, the way was specially prepared for the indictment against
Israel. By focusing on the transgression of YHWH’s Law and on the problem of idolatry,
the way was set for the sweeping covenant lawsuit raised against the people of the northern
tribes.3
■See Paul, Amos, 75. Notice the common usage o f derisive words when referring
to idols in OT: b^rr ("breath, nothingness, void, vanity”) in Deut 32:21; 1 Kgs 16:13,26;
Jer 2:5; "£0 ("lie, falsehood, deception") in Jer 10:14-15; ton ("worthless, vain, deceit") in
Ps 3I:7[6j; Jer 18:15; Vpr ("insignificant, worthless") in Lev 19:4; 26:1; Isa 2;8, 18,20;
10:10-11; 19:1,3; Hab 2:18;
("deceit, delusion") in Isa 66:3; rqLtfR ("abomination, a
detestable thing") in Deut 32:16; Isa 44:19;
("something abominable, detestable”) in
I Kgs 11:5; 2 Kgs 23:24; cbnbj (probably "pellets of dung, droppings") in Lev 26:30;
Deut 29:16; 1 Kgs 15:12; 21:26; 2 Kgs 17:12; 21:11-21; Ezek 6:4-44:12 (ca. 40 times); rts
("nothingness, emptiness") in Isa 41:24,29; etc.
^ e e Mitchell Dahood, Psalms 1 :1-50, AB, vol. 16 (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1966), 23-24, 245-246.
3Gary Smith, Amos, 81; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 139-140.
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The BVjB ("Rebellion, Transgression")
of Israel and the Mosaic Covenant
The covenantal character of the oracle against Israel is made plain by its covenant
lawsuit form, as already remarked. • Now, the description of the

("rebellion,

transgression") of that nation seems to provide further evidence for other elements of the
OT covenant(s) in that oracle. The core of the discussion has been whether Israel's a js
("rebellion, transgression") was related or not to YHWH’s covenant Law given to His
people.
A number of scholars advocate the idea that the acts condemned in the oracle of
Amos 2:6-16 are transgressions of some specific stipulations of the Mosaic Law, implying
thereby a breach of the Mosaic covenant.2 Some are even more specific, arguing that
Amos condemns only transgressions of "apodictic” laws, the kind of laws that were at the
very center o f Israel’s covenant with YHWH.3 Other scholars, however, have opposed
iCf. above, 148-150, 197-201.
2Hengstenberg, Dissertations, 1:138-141; Leathes, Law, 154; Harper, Amos and
Hosea, cxxiii, 49-51; idem. Prophetic Element, 96-97, 106-107; Neher, Amos, 69-70;
Clements, Prophecy and Covenant, 76; Zimmerli, Law and the Prophets, 68 ; idem. Old
Testament Theology in Outline, trans. David E. Green (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1978),
185; idem, "Das Gottesrecht bei den Propheten Amos, Hosea und Jesaja," in Werden und
Wirken des Alien Testaments. Festschrift fu r Claus Westermann zum 70. Geburtstag,
ed. R. Albertz et al. (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1980), 218-220; Schultz,
Prophets Speak, 20, 87-93; Allen, "Amos," 47-48; Mays, Amos, 7,45-49; Orlinsky,
"’Suffering Servant’," 235; Boyle, "Covenant Lawsuit,” 350; Vogels, "Invitation," 235;
Seilhamer, "Role of Covenant,” 437-440; West, Introduction, 249; John Bright,
Covenant and Promise: The Prophetic Understanding o f the Future in Pre-Exilic
Israel (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1976), 83-84; Antonius H. J. Gunneweg,
Understanding the Old Testament, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1978), 134135; Vesco, "Amos de Teqoa," 503-504,510-512; Amsler, "Amos," 180-181; Jensen,
God's Word, 160-161; LaSor, Hubbard, and Bush, Old Testament Survey, 323, 327;
Snyder, "Law," 16 1-162; Archer, Survey, 326-327; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 288, 316-317;
Limburg, Hosea-Micah, 92; Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 308-321; Hubbard, Joel
and Amos, 112, 142-143; Gary Smith, Amor, 82-87: idem, "Continuity," 37,40; Finley,
Amos, 162-168; Willis, "Prophetic Hermeneutics," 201-202; Paul, Amor, 4, 77-87;
Niehaus, "Amos," 322-323, 365-367.
3Bach,

"Gottesrecht," 28-34; Bergren, Prophets and the Law, 181-185, 204-220.
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such a view, m aintaining that there is no clear connection between the wrongs denounced
in Amos and the Mosaic Law, or any other kind of covenant law. For them, Amos does
not quote any law code, nor make any explicit reference to it He condemns what is plain
to the eye, wrongs against the established order of society, against standard morality and
common good sense, t
The first indictment, cbv; -van? pqto p'T*

r p c r to ("for they sell the

righteous for silver, and the poor for a pair of sandals"), has been usually interpreted in
two different ways: Some interpreters relate it to the bribing of judges;* while others, to the
selling of debtors, or of innocent powerless people, into slavery by the powerful ones in
society .3
The first interpretation above focuses on terms that seem to translate a legal
process. The term p’Tj ("righteous”) is understood in a forensic sense, as referring to an
innocent person, unjustly condemned by corrupt judges who have been taking bribes from
the guilty party. The dual c b r; ("a pair of sandals") is interpreted either as an idiom used
in the transfer of property in a court situation (Ruth 4:1-10), thus indicating that Israel's
judges were receiving not only money (e]03) but also land for their "services," or more
literally, as an indication of the price, or object, for the sake of which the judges were
*Kapelrud, Central Ideas, 63-65; Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 54, 70-76, 88-89;
idem, Joel and Amos, 102, 165-168; Brightup, "Northern Origins,” 235-239; Dion,
"Message moral," 31-34; Coote, Amos, 4 0 ; Koch, Prophets, 1:44-46, 50, 59; Phillips,
"Prophecy and Law," 222-225; Martin-Achard, Amos, 89-96; Hayes, Amos, 38-39, 61;
Terry Giles, "Amos and the Law" (Ph.D. dissertation, Michigan State University, 1989),
129-136, 142-147, 149-158, 169-171, 188-193; Jensen, "Eighth-Century Prophets," 113117; Rick Johnson, "Prepare to Meet the Lion: The Message of Amos," SW JT3S (1995):
22 .
2See, e.g., Cripps, Amos, 140; Honeycutt, Amos, 37-38; Hammershaimb, Amos,
46-47; Craigie, Twelve Prophets, 142; and Soggin, Amos, 47-48.
3See, e.g.. Harper, Amos and Hosea, 4 9 ; Mays, Amos, 45-46; Stuart, HoseaJonah, 316-31 7 ; Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 142; Gary Smith, Amos, 82-83; Finley,
Amos, 163; and Paul, Amos, 11.
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disposed to pervert their decisions. The Israelites were then accused of "selling out" justice
(due to the innocent, to the poor) for the sake of money and gain.
The strength of this interpretation lies in the close parallelism that this indictment
has with the one in Amos 5:12.1 This latter verse speaks of the trt^ s ("rebellions,
transgressions") of the Israelites, refers to the people as oppressors of the "righteous"
(p-T5 ), and as ones that "turn aside” (»n) "the poor" (rrrqat) at the gate. All of these are
key terms in Amos 2:6,2 and they seem therefore to argue for a similar understanding for
both verses. The verse in Amos 5:12 further specifies that the Israelites of the time were a
people "used to taking bribes" ("ab Tip*?) in their administration of justice. Hence, the
reference to "selling" the righteous and the poor in Amos 2:16 could be addressing the
same problem.
The corruption of the legal system in ancient Israel and Judah, associated with the
practice of bribing, was a chronic problem addressed not only by Amos but also by a
number of other biblical prophets (Isa 1:23; 3:14-15; 5:23; 10:1-2; Jer 5:28; 22:3; Ezek
22:29; Mic 3:9-11; 7:3). This reality was an open transgression of the biblical laws that
forbade the miscarriage of justice against the poor and needy in favor of the wealthy and
powerful in Israelite society. Laws such as those of Exod 23:6-8; Lev 19:15; and Deut
16:18-20 interdicted such practices. The main concern of these laws is the same that lies
behind the texts in Amos: the just exercise of the law for everyone in Israel. Very relevant,
tThe context of the passage is clearly judicial. Previously in vs. 7, the Israelites of
the time were indicted for turning justice to wormwood and for casting righteousness down
to the ground. In vs. 10, they were characterized as hating those who reproved the
injustice practiced at the gate, and despising the ones who speak with integrity. In vs. 15,
YHWH summons His people to hate evil and love good, and to establish justice at the gate.
All this makes clear that the dispensation of "justice” (c$cb) at the gate (tap), the
courtroom o f the time (Deut 21:19-20; 22:15; 25:7; Ruth 4:1-12; Job 29:7-17; Prov 22:2223), was the main concern of these verses in Amos 5.
2The hiphil ntprr ("to turn aside") does not appear in Amos 2:6 but in the beginning
of the next verse (Amos 2:7). It can be understood, however, as expressing a continuation
of the thought started in Amos 2:6, being therefore closely connected with the first
statement o f the prophet.
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however, is Exod 23:6-8, for in it the key terms
the hiphil

("poor"), p~T3 ("righteous one"), and

("to turn aside") appear together in a law intended to regulate the

administration of justice to these classes of people and to forbid the acceptance of bribes by
those empowered to judge in Israel.
The main objection that has been raised against the view above is that nowhere else
in the OT is the verb “i?9 ("to sell”) employed in conjunction with the idea of bribing a
judge, or with that of judges "selling" innocent people by giving a crooked verdict for the
sake of money. Many times, however, this verb is used in reference to the selling of a
needy person in contexts o f debt and slavery (Exod 21:7-8; Lev 25:39-40; Deut 15:1214).»
The usage of 13*? ("to sell”) in the contexts above is seen by many as one o f the
strongest arguments in favor of the view that the practice of selling innocent and powerless
people into slavery is the issue here in Amos. This could be understood in the sense that
unscrupulous creditors would force an innocent debtor (the p'Tj ["righteous one"]) to be
sold as a slave, on false charges of owing money, and a poor debtor (the

["poor”]),

for the sake of an insignificant debt (cbp; Ta?3 ("for the sake of a pair of sandals”]). It
could also be understood in the sense that perverse businessmen were actually selling
innocent and powerless Israelites as slaves for the sake of money (*]933 ["for silver”]), and
even in exchange for objects such as a pair of sandals or its corresponding monetary value.
This understanding seems to find support in the parallel passage of Amos 8:6, in
which the prophet condemns the Israelite for crbp; Ton? ]taro trV? =1933 rripb ("buying
the powerless for silver and the poor for a pair of sandals”). The focus of Amos 8:4-8 is
the crooked and dissolute business practices of the Israelite upper class, which included
traffic in human beings. The difference here is that they are accused not for "selling,” but
rather for "buying" the powerless and the poor among them. The objective is again
>A number of scholars have raised this objection. See, e.g., Gary Smith, Amos,
82; Finley, Amos, 163; and Paul, Amos, Tl.
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monetary gain, as the repetition of the expressions r)053 ("for silver”) and rbB; to b ? ("for
a pair of sandals”) indicates. The passage does not only parallel Amos 2:6 on the level of
common terminology, but it also belongs to the section that corresponds to the indictment
of Israel in Amos 2:6-16 in the general structure of the book.1 They can then be seen as
complementary, and the usage of *59 ("to sell”) in Amos 2:6, and o f

("to buy") in

Amos 8:6 as intentional, in order to convey the idea of the complete traffic in powerless
human beings practiced at the time.
An illustration of the practice of reducing a fellow Israelite into slavery, either for
the sake of an unpaid dept or of financial profit, can be seen in the story of the widow who
asked Elisha for help against a creditor who would come to take her boys as slaves on
account of her deceased husband’s unpaid debt (2 Kgs 4:1-7). It can also be seen in Jer
34:8-16 and Neh 5:3-12, which speak of the enslaving of a significant number of poor
people to their fellow Judean citizens.
Ancient OT laws did not forbid an Israelite to have a slave from among his fellow
countrymen. This practice was, however, strictly regulated by the laws pertaining to the
sabbatical year and the Jubilee (Exod 21:2-11; Lev 25:39-43,47-55; Deut 15:12-18).2
They were to be set free either in the sabbatical year, or in the jubilee. They were to be
provided with some financial help when released, and in the Jubilee, they would recover all
the property that they had received in inheritance from their family. The enslavement of a
fellow Israelite would then be usually temporary, and he should not be treated as a common
slave but rather like a hired worker.
All these laws abound in vocabulary and themes that are relevant to the topic in
Amos 2 and 8 . The verbs 130 ("to sell") and rrg? ("to buy"), in reference to an Israelite
iCf. above, 79-83.
2See the survey o f the laws of the sabbatical year and the Jubilee in N. P. Lemche,
"The Manumission of Slaves—the Fallow Year—the Sabbatical Year—the Jobel Year," VT
26 (1976): 41-51; Dale Patrick, Old Testament Law (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985),
181-185; Roy Gane, "The Laws o f the Seventh and Fiftieth Years," JAGNES 1 (1990): 2-
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person, appear there frequently (Exod 21:2,7; Lev 25:39,42,47-48,50; Deut 15:12).
Also focal was the question of the impoverished Israelite and the way the affluent ones
should deal with them (Lev 25:25-28,35-39,43,47,53; Deut 15:7-11). Slavery was then
presented as a temporary remedy for financial crises, and it should be dealt with in
compassion and consideration. Fundamental was the principle that all Israelites were
servants of YHWH, for He brought them out of Egypt; therefore no Israelite should be
sold as a slave, and the powerful ones in Israelite society should not rule over their poor
countrymen ruthlessly (Lev 25:42-43; Deut 15:15).
Reality, however, was quite different As the later passages of Jer 34:8-16 and
Neh 5:3-12 depict these laws were not obeyed at all, and the treatment was ruthless that a
needy and poor person received from the hands of affluent compatriots. Amos 2:6 and 8:6
seem then to be condemning the same kind of wicked practice that became widespread
among God's people.
The practice of selling a fellow innocent Israelite for no reason whatever but for
pure business, for profit and gain, was strictly forbidden in OT. It was to be punished
with death (Exod 21:16; Deut 24:7). These laws envisaged the case of kidnapping
someone with the objective of selling him as a slave. The case in Amos most probably did
not involve such an open and direct action; rather, as already hinted by Amos 5:12, it
involved the manipulation of the legal system in favor of the perpetrator. It was more
subtle, and kept a facade of legality. The principle of not "selling” a fellow countryman for
profit remains, however.
The two views above, the corruption of the legal system through bribes and the
selling of poor people into slavery for the sake of an unpaid debt or for pure profit, need
not to be exclusive of each other. As Andersen and Freedman put it, the passages in Amos
2:6-8,5:12, and 8:4-6 all have vocabulary in common, and each helps to clarify the other.
In order to succeed in their crimes, the oppressors needed both the power and the audacity
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to break the basic laws of Israelite society and the money and influence to bribe judges and
subvert the legal system in their favor, i The commercial and economical oppression and
exploitation of the poor and powerless, legalized by a corrupt legal system, become more
clear as one advances through the divine charges raised against Israel.
In the second indictment raised against Israel, YHWH refers to the Israelites as
itr. rr$s yrTi crV? o tfn p s - igtrbs

(’’they that pant after the dust of the earth

[which is] on the head of the powerless and turn aside the way of the humble"). This
indictment seems to refer to the extreme avarice of the Israelite elite who were spoiling the
poor of all their possessions. The sentence is a hyperbole; the wealthy are presented as
panting even after the dust that the poor and powerless people was throwing upon their
heads, as a sign of mourning and despair, after they had lost everything to their powerful
fellow countrymen.2
The second part of the indictment seems to focus on the corruption of the legal
system in Israel, thereby indicating that the unscrupulous actions of the wealthy were taken
under the umbrella of the law. The parallel usage of the hiphil non ("to turn aside") in
Amos S: 12, in conjunction with a description of the deep state of corruption of justice and
widespread manipulation of the courts by the powerful and wealthy people to their own
advantage, argues in that direction, as already seen above.3 It is against this oppressing
situation that the prophet raises his voice in Amos 8:4 saying: rrsob) ]i*2$ cekoti r»nnod
i Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 308-309.
2Cf. below, 313-317, for the discussion on the different interpretations of this
difficult verse, and for the reason for maintaining the reading tTEKon ("the ones panting")
for this verse.

3See also the usage of the same verb in the description of the perversion of justice
in 1 Sam 8:3 and Job 24:4.
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fTR—iijji ("hear this, you who pant after the poor,2 in order to exterminate2 the wretched
people of the land"). The em phasis in Amos 8:4-6 is on the immoral commercial practices
of the Israelite businessmen, which were intended to reduce the poor class to the most utter
misery or financial insolvency, so that they could buy them as slaves.
The state o f affairs described in Amos 2:7; 5:12; and 8:4-6 was also graphically
depicted by Isaiah and Micah (Isa 1:23; 3:14-15; 5 :8 ,2 3 ; 10:1-2; Mic 2:1-2; 3:1-4, 9-11;
7:3), two contemporaries of Amos. Quite relevant in these prophets' writtings are the

descriptions of the Israelite leaders and affluent people taking houses and fields from the
poor, oppressing them, depriving them of their inheritance, and "consuming them" as one
consumes an anim al for food and for profit (Isa 5:8; Mic 2:1-2; 3:1-4). All of this was
connected with a corrupt handling of justice and perversion of the legal system.
The Israelite upper class was then transgressing some basic dispositions o f the OT
laws that were intended to protect the poor people and guarantee them justice. Laws such
as those of Exod 22:21-27; 23:10-11; Lev 19:9-10; 23:22; 24:19-22; 25:1-55; and Deut
15:1-11; 23:19-20 were intended to prevent a poor Israelite from falling into deep misery;

to give him a new opportunity to redress his life every sabbatical and, especially, jubilee
year; and to avoid a spirit of oppression and exploitation over the weak and needy, by
promoting compassion, help, and forgiveness. It is clear from the words of Amos that the
iQere
2The meaning here is similar to the one in Amos 2:7, meaning those who pant after
what belongs to the poor. Most commentators, however, render this verb as "the ones
who crush” reading
("to crush") instead of e]hc? ("to gasp, pant," or "to snap, set
traps").
2The infinitive construct with waw
has been usually translated without the
meaning of purpose, only as a continuation of the preceding participle ("and who
exterminate”), according to similar occurrences in OT, as in Ps 104:21 and Jer 44:19. Cf.
Paul Jouon, A Grammar o f Biblical Hebrew, trans. and rev. T. Muraoka, SB, no. 14
(Rome: Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1991), 2:§ 124p. The construction can have the meaning
of purpose, however, expressing the idea of the intention o f the act that preceded it; cf. E.
Kautzsch, ed., G esenius’ Hebrew Grammar, 2d English ed. by A. E. Cowley (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1988), §I14p. Examples of it can be seen in Lev 10:9-10,1 Chr6:34[49],
Neh 8:13, and Jer 17:10.
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wealthy and powerful in Israel, at the time, were not at all observing these laws. The spirit
that prevailed was one of greed, oppression, wicked exploitation, and hardness of heart.
Especially relevant to the second indictment against Israel are the laws that speak
against the perversion of justice (Exod 23:1-3,6-8; Lev 19:15; Deut 1:16-17; 10:17-19;
16:18-20; 24:17; 25:1), especially in their usage of the hiphil ra?n ("to turn aside") in the
same sense that it is used in Amos 2:7 and 5:12. It forbade the Israelite to "turn aside"
(rajn) the justice (csoc) due to the poor and needy (Exod 23:2, 6 ; Deut 16:19; 24:17).
Indeed, one who did so was declared to be a cursed person (Deut 27:19). Also relevant to
the indictments in Amos 2:7,5:12 and 8:4 are the laws in Lev 19:35-37 which associate
together the questions of perversion of justice and of the crooked business practices of
changing weights, measures, balances, etc., in a close parallel to Amos 8:4-6 (cf. also Deut
25:13-16).
The third indictment, in j? n r r * V?n

rriu-rr>t 0*7 rsro in o ("every man

and his father go to the Girl in order to profane My Holy Name”), is an enigmatic verse that
has been interpreted in different ways. It has usually been understood as referring to some
sexual activity of both a man and his father with the same maidservant, 1cultic prostitute,?
or young unmarried woman.3 Some understand the verse as speaking of a man forcing his
daughter-in-law to have sexual relationships with him.4 Hans M. Barstad has argued that
there is no notion of sexual relationship in the verse, but that it speaks of the hostess of the
■See, e.g., Bach, "Gottesrecht," 30-33; Mays, Am os, 46; Hauret, Amos et Osee,
34; Rudolph, Amos, 142-143; Amsler, "Amos," 181; Martin-Achard and Re’emi, God’s
People, 22; Limburg, Hosea-Micah, 91; Hayes, Am os, 112; Gary Smith, Amos, 85;
Finley, Am os, 167.
?See, e.g., Snaith, Am os, 2:42-43; Cripps, Am os, 142; Neher, Amos, 55;
Hammershaimb, Amos, 48-49; Ward, Amos & Isaiah, 136; Motyer, Day o f the Lion,
58-59; Soggin, Amos, 48.
3See, e.g., Wolff, Joel and Amos, 167; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 317; Paul, Amos,
81-83; Niehaus, "Amos," 366-367.
4See,

e.g., Hubbard, Joel and Amos, 142; Mowvley, Amos & Hosea, 33.
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sacred meal of the so-called marzeah association, which was connected with idolatrous cult
and worship.1
Depending on one's understanding of the transgression in focus here, the following
OT laws have been understood to be in the background of the indictment: the laws intended
to protect a female slave from sexual abuse by her master (Exod 21:7-11; Lev 19:20-23);
the laws that prohibit sexual relationship between a man and a woman who belongs to his
father, or between a man and his daughter-in-law (Lev 18:7-8, 15; 20:11-12; Deut 22:30;
27:20); the law forbidding the practice o f sacred prostitution in Israel (Deut 23:17-18); the
laws intended to safeguard the very personhood of a young woman and her potential
marriageability (Exod 22:16-17; Deut 22:23-29); or the laws against idolatry (Exod 20:2-6,
23; 22:19; 23:13,24; 34:11-17; Lev 19:4; 26:1; Deut 5:6-10; 6:14-15; 12:2-5,2913:1[12:32]; 16:21-22; 17:2-7).
Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman have made a remark that seems to
be highly significant for understanding the charge raised here against the Israelites. The
usage of the definite article -rr with the word rnp; ("girl") indicates that it was a question of
a specific and well-known personage.2 In Amos 8:14, a female deity is introduced by the
name fnoD hcqk ("Ashmat Shomron"), that may probably be "the Girl” of Amos 2:7.3
The goddess Ashmah is also mentioned in 2 Kgs 17:30, as one of the gods worshiped by
the nations that the Assyrians settled in Samaria in the place of the Israelites. The reference
•See Barstad, "Religious Polemics," 33-36, 127-142.
2Most scholars do not comment on the presence of the definite article in the text, but
usually adopt one of the following possibilities: It could be a case of a "generic article,"
also called "imperfect determination," which is used in conjunction with something that is
not determinate in the consciousness of the writer and can only be translated in English by
the indefinite "a” (cf. Snaith, Amos, 2:42); as an article with demonstrative force, meaning
"the same girl” (cf. Neher, Amos, 55); or an article defining the individuals of a class,
hence "the girl” stands for young unmarried women in general (cf. Hammershaimb, Amos,
48; Paul, Amos, 82-83). Cf. Kautzsch, Gesenius', §126; and Joiion, Grammar, 2:§I37,
for the syntax o f the definite article. All of these are possible readings; however, the plain
meaning o f the article can be retained in the text, as shown above.
3Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 318.
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in Amos 8:14 that the Israelites used to swear in the name of this goddess, and of other
gods too, implies the idea of worship and cult of these gods.1
This interpretation seems plausible in view of the following:
1. The reference to the worship of a female deity in Amos 8:14, a verse that
belongs to the section (Amos 8:4-9:15) that parallels Amos 1-2 in the general structure of
the book.
2. The parallel usage of the references to members of God's people, their "fathers,''
and to the verb

("to go") in a context of idolatry in Amos 2:4.

3. By the fact that the expression T3jri ;no ("a man and his father”) does not
exactly express the idea of "a son and his father," or "father and son,” as it is usually
rendered, but rather the distributive idea o f "every man,” meaning "every man and his
father,” involving then every Israelite. This kind of inclusive reference, in which there is
an allusion to 3 * ("father”), is many times used in the OT to refer to the practice of idolatry
by the Israelites and by their ancestors (as is the case in Amos 2:4, and also in Deut 13:7;
28:36, 64; Jer 44:3; 44:7).2
4. The final remark in the indictment Tjijj cnrr»

("in order to profane My

Holy Name”) is an expression that belongs especially to the cultic and sacral domain,^ and
is used elsewhere in conjunction with idolatry (Lev 18:21; 20:3; Ezek 20:39; 36:20-23).
5. Finally, there is the reference to a idolatrous cult in Amos 2:8.
Understood in this context, the third indictment raised against Israel involves
blatant idolatry. If one takes the preposition

("in order”) here to mean a willful

■See discussion on the goddess Ashmah in Barstad, "Religious Polemics,” 144181.
2For more discussion on the distributive idea related to zht ("man"), see Andersen
and Freedman, Amos, 318.
3The actions described as profaning the name of YHWH included reneging on an
oath sworn in His name (Lev 19:12; Jer 34:16), sacrificing children to Molek (Lev 18:21;
20:3), idolatry (Ezek 20:39; 36:20-23), actions forbidden to priests (Lev 21:6), the use of
things dedicated to YHWH (Lev 22:2), and the offering of improper animals as sacrifice
(Lev 22:32).
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intention, then the idolatrous worship o f "the Girl" was conducted in an act of open
rebellion against YHWH. It would then translate the same spirit noted further in the oracle
in vs. 12, where the Israelites were accused of intentionally interdicting YHWH’s prophets
to prophesy, and of forcing the Nazirites to break their religious vows of consecration to
YHWH.
If then idolatry is the main focus of this indictment, the OT laws forbidding the
worship of other gods than YHWH can be seen as the background of this indictment (cf.
Exod 20:2-6, 23; 22:19; 23:13, 24; 34:11-17; Lev 19:4; 26:1; Deut 5:6-10; 6:14-15; 12:25,29-13:1(12:32]; 16:21-22; 17:2-7).
The fourth indictment against the Israelites brings together the elements of both the
economical oppression o f the poor and the religious idolatry of northern Israel,
crrrfrR rrg irsr c m ? 73 n cn rt?

v r trbcn n r r t m ("and upon garments taken in

pledge they stretch out beside every altar, and wine of those who have been fined, they
drink [in] the house of their gods"). The first part of the indictment continues the
condemnation of the Israelites for the ruthless treatment of the poor and weak. The practice
of taking a garment as a pledge for an assumed loan was regulated by some specific laws
that were intended to mitigate the results of such a practice.! Amos uses here the same
verb, ben ("to take in pledge, to exact a pledge"), that appears in these laws (Exod 22:2627 and Deut 24:10-13,17).
J. Milgrom and Shalom M. Paul have demonstrated that ‘73? ("to take in pledge, to
exact a pledge") applies more to a pledge, a distraint, that is taken when the loan fails to be
■Respect and consideration should be shown to the debtor; the one making the loan
could not enter the debtor's house in order to take his pledge. He should wait outside, and
the one in debt would take the pledge to him (Deut 24:10-11). If the debtor were a poor
person, the "cloak, mantle” fojhq) taken in pledge should be returned to him in the
evening, so that he could cover himself during the night (Exod 22:26-27; Deut 24:12-13).
In case of a widow, her "garment” ( to ) could not be taken from her as a pledge (Deut
24:17).
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paid and the debt is defaulted,! than to a pledge taken as security at the making of the loan,
as some commentators interpret it.2 Passages such as Job 22:6; 24:3-4,9 and Ezek 18:1013, 18 shed light upon the indictment in Amos as far as their usage of the bgn ("to take in
pledge, to exact a pledge") comes into the same context o f oppression and ruthless
treatment of the poor, perversion o f the legal system, crooked business practices, and
financial exploitation of the underprivileged people, etc.
To take someone's garment as a pledge was legal, and passages such as Prov 20:16
and 27:13 advise one to do so in case of high-risk loans, but what Amos denounces again
is the brutal usage of the law, a law that was intended to promote compassion,
consideration, and a spirit of helpfulness from the rich and powerful toward their
underprivileged peers. Furthermore, and very probably so, Amos may also be denouncing
the unjust usage of these legal dispositions. Earlier in the oracle, the prophet reproved the
manipulations of the legal system in favor of the wealthy, intended in order to strip the poor
of all their goods. In this light, as in Job 22:6, the pledges denounced by Amos may have
been taken unjustly, and people may have been deprived o f their clothes for no lawful
reason whatever.
The condemnation of the spirit of harsh treatment and unjust exploitation of the
poor seems to continue in the reference to the cocg

("wine of those who were fined").

The verb trj3 ("to fine") is used in the legal texts of the OT in two precise contexts: (1) it
refers to a fine imposed on someone by the husband of a pregnant woman, who was hurt
in a fight and suffered miscarriage by that person, according to what is decided by the
'They especially compare the biblical practice with that reported in the ANE laws,
mortgage documents, letters, etc. Cf. Jacob Milgrom, Cult and Conscience: The Asham
and the Priestly Doctrine o f Repentance, SJLA, no. 18 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1976), 9598; and Paul, Amos, 83-86. See also Honeycutt, Amos, 40; Hauret, Amos et Osee, 35;
Martin-Achard and Re’emi, God's People, 22; and Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 320,
for a similar view.
2See, e.g„ Kelley, Amos, 44; Ward, Amos & Isaiah, 136; Limburg (1988),
Hosea-Micah, 91; Chisholm, M inor Prophets, 82; and Mowvley, Amos & Hosea, 34.
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judges (Exod 21:22); and (2) to a fine of one hundred shekels to be paid by a man who
fairly slandered the girl he just married, and whom he wants to get rid of, by saying that
she was not a virgin (Deut 22:19). These two cases seem hardly to the point in Amos 2:8.
The use of the same verb in Proverbs, however, seems to indicate that people were fined
for many other reasons too (Prov 17:26; 21:11; 22:3; 27:12), but the passages do not
specify which. In any case, the reason for the fine in Amos cannot be known; it is
probably related to the condemnation of an innocent and powerless party in a crooked
judicial process. In Amos 4:1, the drinking of wine is connected with the oppression of the
powerless and poor, and in Amos 6:6 with the indifference of the Israelite high class for the
ruin of Joseph (= Israel), and with their dedication to banqueting and participating in cultic
feasts.
These cultic feasts seem to be in focus in Amos 2:8 also. In Amos 6:7, these feasts
are called c r tr o nrio ("cultic feast of the sprawling ones"), or the marzeah, a religious
confraternity dedicated to one god, whose members belonged to the wealthier class in
society, and which held sacred banquets that lasted many days. These social and religious
ceremonies involved lying down, drinking wine, eating, playing music, etc. (Amos 6:4-6).
Jer 16:5, 8, the only other passage in the OT where the word nr® ("cultic feast, marzeah"')
appears, indicates that it was also related to the mourning for the dead. The institution of
the marzeah is well attested throughout the ANE for a period of more than fifteen hundred
years.1
The activities described in Amos 2:8 may well have been related to a marzeah feast.
There is the description of stretching out beside every altar, and that of drinking wine. That
this feasting was associated with idolatry is indicated by the reference to the crrrf» 173
("the house o f their gods"), an expression that occurs only two more times in the OT and
always indicates a pagan temple (Judg 9:27; 1 Chr 10:10).
■See description in Barstad, "Religious Polemics." 125-142; Andersen and
Freedman, Am os, 566-569; Paul, Amos, 210-212.
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Oppression of the poor, abuse of the legal dispositions for their own profit, mixed
with an open and blatant idolatry, were acts that transgressed many o f the basic
dispositions of the Israelite laws, as already noted above, and were apparently perpetrated
in an open rebellion against YHWH.
This spirit of open rebellion is the subject of the fifth and last indictment against
Israel, found in Amos 2:12, a o p vb t x b arys ctinsrrtB i n cntsrmK ipprn ("but you
made the Nazirites drink wine, and the prophets you commanded, saying: D o not
prophesy.'”)- As already seen in the discussion of the lawsuit form of the oracle against
Israel, this indictment functions as the "pronouncement o f guilt” in the lawsuit structure. It
seems to represent the ultimate state of rebellion reached by the nation, in which those who
wanted to dedicate their lives to YHWH (the Nazirites) were persecuted, and His
commissioned spokesmen, the prophets, were silenced.1
The actions referred to in this indictment come in contrast with YHWH’s own
action of raising up prophets and Nazirites in the midst o f His people, as an act of His
grace toward them (Amos 2:11). The language refers to the laws on Nazirite practice in
Num 6, and to the instructions concerning the prophetic office in Deut 18. To oblige the
Nazirites to drink wine equates to making them break their vows of consecration, observed
according to the law in Num 6:1-4. To forbid the prophets to speak implied the silencing
of the special source of communication between YHWH and His people, clearly specified
in Deut 18. The accusation, however, goes beyond the simple statement of a transgression
of the Law; it speaks of an open rebellion, which translated itself into the religious
persecution and oppression of those who identified themselves with YHWH. As already
noted, the prophet might have been speaking of something that was happening in his days,
or of some earlier religious persecution, like the one that occurred in the times of Ahab and
Jezebel (1 Kgs 16:29-19:8; 2 Kgs 9:4-10). This spirit of rebellion and rejection of
•Cf. above, 147-148.
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YHWH's lordship over the nation is always associated with the breach o f their covenant
with Him in the OT.1
According to this survey of the indictments against Israel. it appears that OT laws
stand at the background of these accusations. This understanding of the prophetic words,
however, has been challenged by a number of scholars. They usually remark that the
prophet never quotes verbatim any law, and that he does not mention anywhere that it was
because of the transgression of OT laws that Israel was being indicted. They rather
consider that Amos condemns what he sees, ad hoc, the kind of evil that everybody would
recognize as wrong and that anyone would consider to be reprehensible, according to
common moral standards shared by all at that time. Wisdom is usually evoked as the most
probable background for the moral principles defended by the prophet.2
The basic weakness of the position above resides in its quest for verbatim quotation
of OT laws as the decisive evidence that the prophet had these laws in mind. More than
often, however, laws were referred to implicitly rather then explicitly. As Douglas Stuart
remarked;
(1)
Mo ancient law codes were ever cited precisely in court cases or prophetic
oracles anywhere in the ancient world. "Chapter-and-verse" citation of legal
formulations or precedents is strictly a modem legal development. (2) The Old
Testament prophets do refer to the Mosaic law in all sort of ways, and rather constantly,
but largely penphrasdcally and paraenedcally as opposed to verbatim.3
The Babylonian legal system provides a good example for the first point made by
Stuart. In the classical study on the Babylonian laws by G. R. Driver and John C. Miles, it
had already been stated some decades ago that "there is not a single case in the thousands of
legal documents and reports which have been preserved in which reference is made to the
iCf. above, 208-209.
2See Brightup, "Northern Origins,” 235-239; Wolff, Amos the Prophet, 54, 7076; idem, Joel and Amos, 102, 168; Dion, "Message moral," 14-20,26, 31-34.
^Stuart, "Prophets’ Self Understanding,” 11.
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wording of the text of the Laws."1 Explicit references to OT laws do occur in the OT,
however, and more than once some precise laws are directly evoked, and sometimes even
quoted (cf. 2 Kgs 14:6; 2 Chr 25:4; Ezra 9:11; Neh 8:14; 13:1; Jer 17:21-22; Ezek 18:1-32;
22:6-12). Nevertheless, the number of implicit references exceeds by far the number of the
explicit ones, as Michael Fishbane has demonstrated in his detailed study on the biblical
interpretation and usage of Pentateuchal laws throughout the OT.2
The argument in favor of OT laws is further strengthened by the form of the oracle
itself. The lawsuit form is fundamentally connected with the Israelite judiciary system and
its legal procedures. That connection makes the transgression of laws a basic and recurring
theme in this literary form.2 This point is made plain by the close parallelism that unites
Amos 2:6-8,5:12, and 8:4-6. As seen above, the accusations against Israel had a special
concern with the perversion of the legal system, evidenced by the transgression and/or
abuse of the laws that should guide that system in Israel. Besides, in Amos 8:4-6, a
passage that structurally and thematically corresponds to Amos 2:6-8, the same wrongs
denounced in chap. 2 are associated with the themes of the new moon and the sabbath.
The religious observance of the new moon and sabbath is intimately related to the domain
of the Israelite law, and seems therefore to add a further witness to the legal substratum of
the prophetic indictments.
1G. R. Driver and John C. Miles, The Babylonian Laws (Oxford: Clarendon,
1956), 1:53. See also G. Boyer, "De la science juridique et de sa mdthode dans 1’ancienne
Mesopotamie," Sem 4 (1951-1952): 5-11; H. W. F. Saggs, The Greatness That Was
Babylon: A Sketch o f the Ancient Civilization o f the Tigris-Euphrates Valley (New
York: Hawthorn Books, 1962), 211-212; and Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation
in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985), 96, 231-234.
2Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation, 91-440. See especially pp. 292-317 that deal
with the theme of the Law in the prophetic literature.
3See the discussion on the connection of the lawsuit form and the courtroom
procedures in Harvey, ”’R3b-Pattem’," 173-174, 176; Wesiermann, Basic Forms, 133136, 199-200; and Limburg, "Lawsuit of God," 97-100.
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The accumulation of specific themes and terminology in Amos 2:6-8, 12, already
discussed above, points so strongly to the domain of law, that even a scholar such as Hans
Walter Wolff, who emphasizes above all the wisdom background of the prophecies of
Amos, had to recognize that Amos was concerned mainly with the legal protection of the
oppressed people, and that at least some parallels to the prophetic accusations are found
primarily only in the Israelite legal tradition.! It is remarkable, on these lines, that texts
such as Job 22:2-9,24:1-4, and Ezek 18, which share many of the same themes and
terminology with Amos 2:6-8, present these actions as transgressions of the laws of
YHWH.2
The evocation of law may not be as implicit as it is usually thought in the oracle
against Israel. As already remarked above, the references to the "Law of YHWH and His
statutes" and to the problem of idolatry in the oracle against Judah may serve as an
introduction to the themes that dominate the divine lawsuit against Israel. If so understood,
the explicit reference to OT laws can be found in the verses that just preceded the oracle
against Israel.
•Wolff, Joel and Amos, 165-168. Wolff evidences a certain "duality” in dealing
with the subject. This "duality” shows the difficulties of his position on clan wisdom, not
law, as standing behind the prophetic words. In his concluding remarks on Amos 2:6-8, he
claims that the accusations of Amos find "only certain conceptual parallels in the older legal
tradition" (ibid., 168). In discussing the question of the sale of a debtor into slavery,
however, he can find a basis for the prophetic accusation only in the laws that regulate that
practice (ibid., 165). On the accusation against perversion of justice, he speaks of the kind
of instructions found in the apodictic laws of the Book of the Covenant (ibid., 166). On
the question o f the protection of a young woman against sexual abuse, he says that "what
we have here in Amos is, in effect, a radicalizing of the apodictic stipulation in Lev 18:15”
(ibid., 167). On the subject of garments taken in pledge, he declares that "the legal
tradition in the Pentateuch shows more clearly than the wisdom material the nature of the
injustice Amos has in mind" (ibid.). Thus he finds a stronger basis for most o f the
prophetic accusations he surveys in the ancient laws of Israel than in texts that would speak
of clan wisdom.
2In Job, these actions are contrasted with Job’s claim of keeping the ways of God
and not departing from the "commandment of His lips” (rr$? rrcsn); see Job 23:11-12. In
Ezekiel, the man who does not commit any of these wrongs is called "righteous” (p-^),
one who does "judgment and justice" (npi^i 099b). Concerning him, YHWH states that
he "walks in My statutes and keeps My judgments" (T #
Txr Tnpna); see Ezek
18:9, 17, 19, 21.
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Finally, there is the understanding of the prophetic indictments in the light of their
relationship to the rest of the OT, in its present form. Since the concern of this study is
with the present text of the "Oracles Against the Nations,” this relationship is also relevant
for the discussion. As Otto Kaiser remarked not long ago, when one takes the canonical
text of the OT and interprets the prophetic message accordingly, it is undeniable that Amos
and the other prophets "were preaching obedience in the Law," and that "they admonished
the people to follow its path."1
OT laws seem to stand therefore at the background of the prophetic indictments
against Israel. Are these laws related to covenant, however? Some scholars prefer to relate
them to wisdom, instead of covenant.2 They argue that laws are to be understood as the
ultimate formulation of the fundamental principles of wisdom that organize and structure a
specific society. They are intended to preserve the social structure and its good order. In
that light, they argue for the wisdom foundation of the legal principles that are evoked in
the text of Amos 2:6-8.3
The main objection against such a view, however, is that the OT consistently
presents the law within a covenant context. As Bruce C. Birch remarked regarding the
narrative context of OT legal material: "The narrative context makes clear that for Israel all
law receives its authority from the belief that it has been divinely revealed as a part of the
solemn covenant established by God with Israel and agreed to by Israel at Sinai."'1

•Otto Kaiser, "The Law as Center of the Hebrew Bible," in “Sha'arei Talmon
Studies in the Bible, Qumran, and the Ancient Near East Presented to Shemaryahu
Talmon, ed. Michael Fishbane and Emanuel Tov, with the assistance of Weston W. Fields
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbraums, 1992), 97.
2For a brief, but highly instructive exposition of these ideas, see Gerstenberger,
"Covenant and Commandment,” 38-51.
3PhilIips, "Prophecy and Law," 222-226; Jensen, "Eighth-Century Prophets," 113117; and Giles, "Amos and the Law," 114-191.
“•Birch, Let Justice, 158. For some comprehensive discussion on the intrinsic
relationship between law and covenant, see Walther Eichrodt, "Covenant and Law:
Thoughts on Recent Discussion," Interp 20 (1966): 309-314; Rogers, "Covenant," 141
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Furthermore, the covenantal nature of the laws evoked in the indictment against
Israel seems to be clearly evidenced by the fact that the prophetic oracle of Amos 2:6-16
brings the transgression of laws into relationship with the recital o f YHWH’s gracious acts
in the history of Israel (the Exodus from Egypt, the gift of the land of Canaan, the raising
up of prophets and Nazirites), and to a pronouncement of judgment that reflects the curses
of the Mosaic covenant.' This association is unquestionably covenantal; it reflects the
structure of the Mosaic covenant and the place of the laws within that covenant.2

Summary
God was seen to be consistently referred to in Amos 1:2-2:16 by the divine
name YHWH, a name that in itself is deeply related to the domain of the OT covenants.
From the onset of the oracles, YHWH is attached to the theme of Jerusalem as His
dwelling place (Amos 1:2). This connection represents a basic element of the OT Davidic
covenant. The nature of the judgments pronounced by God against the eight nations
addressed in Amos 1-2 points to the domain of the OT covenant curses, especially to the
OT covenant curses o f judgment by fire and war. YHWH in Amos 1:2-2:16 brings
judgment not only upon His elected people, but also upon foreign nations. His authority
155; Weinfeld, "rn a te n th " 265-270,273-275; idem, "Common Heritage," 182-184;
Gunneweg, Understanding, 125-141; Zimmerli, Old Testament Theology, 48-58;
Dyrness, Themes, 129-141; John E. Hartley, "n r (yard)," TW OT (1980), 1:404-405;
Patrick, Old Testament Law, 223-248; Birch, Let Justice, 145-184; Brian Peckham,
"The Function of the Law in the Development of Israel's Prophetic Traditions," in Law
and Ideology in Monarchic Israel, ed. Baruch Halpem and Deborah W. Hobson,
JSOTSup, no. 124 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991), 111-112.
'For the discussion on the historical recital of Amos 2:9-11, see above, 148-150,
197-201. On the question of the relationship between the judgment of Amos 2:13-16 and
the curses of the Mosaic covenant, see above, 197.
^ e e the discussion in Mendenhall, "Covenant Forms," 57-60; idem, "Covenant,"
714-715, 718-720; Mendenhall and Herion, "Covenant," 1190-1191; Weinfeld, "n~n
tenth," 266-268; idem, "Common Heritage," 182-189; Bergren, Prophets and the Law,
91-106; Buis, Notion d'alliance, 105-122; Gunneweg, Understanding, 131-138;
Zimmerli, Law and the Prophets, 55-60; Dyrness, Themes, 113-126.
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and interests are presented in Amos as reaching far beyond the borders of Israel. He is the
Creator and Ruler of the universe, and as such He has authority over every nation and over
every human being. These universal concepts of God and His authority were seen to be
intrinsically connected with the OT concept o f a universal covenant between God and His
creation. In the first two chapters of Amos, God engages Himse lf in a lawsuit against the
nation of northern Israel. This lawsuit is founded upon His covenant with the children of
Israel, and recalls YHWH’s historical acts of salvation in their favor that became the
foundation of this covenant.
As for the prophet Amos, he is basically presented in Amos 1:2-2:16 as
YHWH's messenger and covenant mediator. This picture of the prophet is quite consistent
throughout the entire book, and was seen to be patterned after the promise of Deut 18:1519 (a passage that is directly evoked in Amos 2:11).
The list of the eight nations addressed in Amos 1-2 was seen to point to the
geographical area of the "promised land" of the Abrahamic covenant that became part of
Israel only during the Davidic/Solomonic era. The Davidic rulership over all this region
became an important element of the Davidic covenant, and was seen to provide the general
background for the series of oracles in Amos 1:2-2:16. While the Davidic covenant seems
to stand as the general background of these oracles, the study of the r s tis ("rebellions,
transgressions”) of each nation points out that the divine indictments of these nations are
related either to the notion o f a universal covenant (the first six nations of the series), or to
the Mosaic covenant (Judah and Israel). The foreign nations (Damascus [Aram]; Gaza
[Philistia]; Tyre [Phoenicia]; Edom; Ammon; Moab) were condemned for extreme cruelty
practiced against human beings in the context of warfare. These condemnations were seen
to be better understood within the context of the requirement for the respect for the hum an
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being and his life that is part o f the OT concept of a universal covenant between God and
His creation. Judah and Israel were condemned for the transgression of the Mosaic law,
the revealed law that was at the basis of YHWH’s covenant with His elected people.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
T he Findings
At the outset of this dissertation, the basic questions concerning the presence and
use of OT covenants) in the book of Amos were posed: Is there covenant in the book of
Amos? Did the prophet Amos know anything about it? If he did, why did he never use the
word m 3 ("covenant”) in reference to God's relationship with Israel, or make clear
reference to it in his indictments of that nation’s sins?
The exegetical study of the "Oracles Against the Nations" of Amos 1:2-2:16,
undertaken in this dissertation, allows for a positive answer to the first two questions
above: Yes, there is covenant in the book of Amos, and the prophet Amos seems to have
been well aware of it. This positive answer is based on the following findings:
1.

The strong tension between salvation and judgment that encircles the entire book

and message of Amos. This tension has been a problematic and conflicting issue for many
modem scholars. It was argued, however, that such tension was part o f the structure of
the OT covenant(s) ("blessings and curses"), and represented one of the basic principles of
the covenantal relationship between YHWH and His people. In the series of oracles of
Amos 1-2, this tension was evidenced: First, by Amos’s denial of the popular expectation
for an imminent restoration of the Davidic empire (expressed by the repetition o f the
catchword s to n vt? [I will not restore/return her/it”] in these chapters), an expectation that
seemingly was based on the promises of restoration made previously by the prophet Jonah
(also built around the use of the verb TW? [”to restore"], cf. 2 Kgs 14:25). Second, by
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Amos’s predictions that this restoration would happen in the eschatological day (Amos 9:
11-15), after YHWH had punished His people and exiled them from their land, in the day
when "I (YHWH] will restore the fortunes of My people Israel” Cap no?rn^
binsr— Amos 9:14).
2. The fact that the oracle against Israel (Amos 2:6-16) was built in the form of a
covenant lawsuit The covenantal character of this lawsuit was seen to be clearly evidenced
by the historical recital of Amos 2:9-11. This recital points back to the historical prologue
of the Mosaic covenant and elsewhere in the OT usually only appears in texts that deal
with the covenant of YHWH with Israel. This covenant lawsuit was intended to be the
climax of the prophetic series of oracles of Amos 1-2, evidencing a 7+1 pattern in which
seven oracles o f judgment are followed by a covenant lawsuit that culminates and
concludes the series. The covenant lawsuit of Amos 2:6-16 was seen to be one of the
clearest evidences of the use of the OT covenant in Amos.
3. The divine name YHWH, a name that in itself is charged with deep covenantal
connotations in the OT. This was seen to be the case also in the first two chapters of
Amos. In Amos 1:2, YHWH is emphatically related to Jerusalem, His dwelling place, a
theme that pertains to the Davidic covenant. Throughout the series o f oracles of Amos 1-2,
YHWH is presented as bringing judgment against the eight nations o f that series. The
language used recalls the curses of divine fire and destruction by war that are described in
details in the OT in the Mosaic covenant. YHWH closes the prophetic series of Amos 1-2
with a lawsuit against part of His own people (northern Israel). In the dialogue between
Him and His audience. He reminds them that He was the God of the Exodus, the One who
took them out o f Egypt and gave them the land of Canaan. He was YHWH, Israel’s
covenant God. YHWH, however, did not address only His elected people in Amos 1-2.
Besides Judah and Israel, He spoke of judgment against six other nations in the SyroPalestinian region. Insofar as YHWH's relationship with these nations and His ability to
judge and punish them are at stake, it was argued that the biblical concept of YHWH as
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Creator and Ruler o f the universe was essential. This concept is very prominent in the
book of Amos (as evidenced in the hymnic passages of that book), as well as in many of
the closest parallels to Amos 1-2 elsewhere in the OT. It was shown that in some of these
parallel passages, the concept of YHWH as Creator and Ruler of the universe was closely
associated with the idea of a universal covenant, a covenant which is fully expressed in
YHWH’s covenant with Noah in Genesis 9, and should probably be recognized as one of
the backgrounds of the words of the prophet Amos too. The conclusions reached by the
exegetical study of the terms, phrases, and themes related to God in Amos 1-2 argued that
important elements of four biblical covenants (i.e. the universal/Noahic, Abrahamic,
Mosaic, and Davidic covenants) were connected with YHWH in that series of oracles.
4.

The book's understanding of the prophet and of his mission as YHWH’s

messenger and covenant mediator. That understanding of the prophetic office was seen to
be founded basically on the description of the prophetic office of Deut 18. The prophetic
word of Amos directly makes the connection with this chapter in Deuteronomy when it
claims in Amos 2:11 that it was YHWH who raised (trprs) prophets among the Israelites.
This unique idiom clearly pointed back to the divine promise in Deuteronomy, and set the
understanding of the prophetic ministry in Amos under the light of Moses’s ministry as
servant of YHWH, His spokesman, and mediator with His people. The book’s
identification of the prophetic ministry with Moses’s was shown to be evident also in the
use of the messenger form ula mrr -$« r£> ("thus says YHWH"). It was seen to be evident
also in other parts o f the book, such as in Amos 3:7-8 (the prophets as servants o f YHWH,
and as ones participating in His Tio [’’council, plan, deliberation, secret"]); 5:5-6, 14 (the
prophet as a covenant mediator, calling and exhorting his people to repentance); 7:2-6 (the
prophet as covenant mediator, interceding with God for forgiveness, in a unique
parallelism with Moses in the entire OT); and 7:12-17 (and its presentation of the prophetic
call and commission). It could be said, therefore, that the person and ministry o f the
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prophet in Amos 1-2, as well as in the rest of the book, speak directly to the description o f
this office in the Mosaic covenant.
5. The list of nations addressed in Amos 1-2. The geographical area occupied by
these eight nations (Damascus/Aram, Gaza/Philistia, Tyre/Phoenicia, Edom, Ammon,
Moab, Judah, and Israel) corresponds to the area of the land first promised to Abraham in
covenant (Gen 15:28). This promise was reconfirmed to the Israelites in the Mosaic
covenant (Exod 23:31; Num 13:21; 34:1-10; Deut 11:24), and became a reality in the days
o f David and Solomon, when the Davidic empire covered the region of Syro-Palestine, and
the foreign nations of the region became part of the "Greater Israel” (2 Sam 8:1-5; 1 Kgs
8:65; 1 Chr 13:5; 18:1-14; 2 Chr 7:8; 9:26). The Israelite dominion over the totality of this
area became a key element of the Davidic covenant (Ps 89:26[25]), and is clearly evidenced
in Amos both in the denial of its imminent restoration in Amos 1-2 as well as in the final
promises of the restoration of the Davidic rulership and power over this entire region in the
eschatological future (Amos 9:11-12). It was argued then that the Abrahamic and Davidic
covenants seem to provide the general background for the "Oracles Against the Nations” in
the book of Amos.
6. The nature of the cstjs ("rebellions, transgressions”) of the foreign nations in
Amos 1-2. These nations were indicted for extreme cruelty and disrespect for human life,
usually manifested through cruel killing of people and the enslaving and commerce of
human beings. They were waging wars of total extermination; they attempted to destroy o r
enslave entire populations. YHWH condemned their attitude and warfare practices, and He
was therefore about to punish them for their cruelty. It was argued, in regard to the foreign
nations, that both the text of Amos and the OT as a whole naturally recognized YHWH's
authority to judge and punish any nation on the basis o f His role as Creator, Ruler of the
universe, and its Judge. It was contended that YHWH as the God of the universe had
established laws for every human being, and required obedience to these laws.
Furthermore, that these laws were part of His covenant with entire mankind and the rest o f
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His creation. In this sense, the nations too are subject to YHWH and bound to Him in
covenant, even if they would not recognize or be aware of it. This universal covenant,
with its specific requirement for humaneness and respect for the human being and his life,
is presented in the OT in detail in the Noahic covenant of Gen 9, but it can be traced back as
far as Creation and YHWH's interaction with the first human beings in the first chapters of
Genesis. It was claimed, therefore, that the requirement for the respect of the human being
and his life, which is part of the Noahic covenant (or of YHWH’s universal covenant with
mankind), should preferably be seen as the background of the divine indictments against
the foreign nations in Amos 1-2.
7.

The nature of the c s g s ("rebellions, transgressions”) of Judah and Israel. The

cnxjs ("rebellions, transgressions") o f God's people are presented in Amos 2:4-16 as
transgressions of the divine Law that was revealed to Israel during YHWH’s covenant with
them at Sinai. They involved transgressions of basic dispositions of the Israelite covenant
laws, laws that were intended to protect the poor and humble people from exploitation and
injustice, as well as from a harsh and inhuman life. They also involved an abject idolatry
connected with the wicked exploitation of the poor and an insatiable thirst for financial
gain. For Israel, her

("rebellions, transgressions") culminated in an open rebellion

against YHWH, manifested by the interdiction to the prophets (YHWH’s commissioned
messengers) of prophesying (hence, to speak the divine word to them), and by the
persecution of those among them who wanted to consecrate their lives to God (the
Nazirites). It was seen that both the oracles against Judah and Israel speak of the Mosaic
covenant, and find their rationale within the covenantal relationship stipulated in it.
The findings of this dissertation can be schematized as shown in table I. The
sequence in the table covers first the two covenants that provide the general background to
the series (Abrahamic and Davidic), then the two others that supply the specific basis for
the indictments raised against Israel and her neighbors (Mosaic and universal/Noahic):
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TABLE 1
OT COVENANT ELEMENTS IN AMOS 1:2-2:16

Covenant

Elements

Abrahamic and Davidic
covenants

"Promised land,"
and Davidic kingdom

The list of nations in Amos
1-2 (they occupied the area
of the land promised to
Abraham and to the Israelites
[Gen 15:28; Exod 23:31;
Num 13:21; 34:1-10; Deut
11:24] which became part of
Israel only during the reigns
of David and Solomon [2
Sam 8:1-5; 1 Kgs 8:65; 1
Chr 13:5; 18:1-14; 2 Chr
7:8; 9:26])
The context of restoration of
the borders of the
Davidic/Solomonic empire
(2 Kgs 14:25; Amos 1-2; cf.
also 6:14; and 9:11-12)

YHWH

Dwelling in and judging from
Jerusalem (Amos 1:2)
The God o f the Exodus and of
the election o f Abraham and
Israel (Amos 2:9-10; cf. also
3:1-2; 9:7)

"Blessing and curse"

Tension between salvation
and judgment (in the
historical and literary
contexts of Amos)
The description o f YHWH’s
judgment in terms of the
covenant curses of divine
fire and war (Amos 1:2,4-5,
7-8, 10. 12, 14-15, 2:2-3,
5, 13-16)

"Covenant lawsuit"

The literary form of the oracle
against Israel (Amos 2:6-16)

Mosaic covenant

Evidenced by
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Table 1— Continued
Covenant

Elements

(Mosaic covenant)

YHWH

Covenant curses

Universal/Noahic
covenant

Evidenced by
The God of the Exodus and of
the election of Abraham and
Israel (Amos 2:9-10; cf. also
3:1-2; 9:7)
Punishing Judah and Israel
through the covenant curses
of divine fire and war (Amos
2:5,13-16; cf. also Amos
5:3,6; 6:14; and 7:4)

The prophet as YHWH’s
messenger and covenant
mediator

The usage of the messenger
form ula "thus says
YHWH" by Amos (Amos
1:3, 6 ,9 , 11, 13; 2:1,4, 6)
The description o f the
prophetic ministry in
accordance with the promise
of Deut 18:15-19 and the
Pentateuchal picture of
Moses as YHWH’s prophet
and covenant mediator
(Amos 2:11; cf. also 3:7-8;
5:4-7, 14-15; 7:2-3, 5-6, 1217)

Sinaitic Law

The nature of the n ap s
("rebellions, transgressions”)
of Judah and Israel in Amos
2:4-16

YHWH

Creator of the universe.
Sovereign over the entire
world and nature. Judge of
all the nations (Amos 1:22:16; cf. also 3:1-2,9-11;
4:6-13; 5:8-9; 6:1-2, 14;
7:1-6; 8:8-10; 9:4-12)

Universal law of
respect for the human
being and his life

The nature of the c*bgs
("rebellions,transgressions”)
the six foreign nations in
Amos l:3-2:3
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Table 1—

C o n tin u e d

Covenant

Elements

(Universal/Noahic
covenant)

Covenant curses

Evidenced by
Punishing the nations
through the covenant curses
of divine fire and war (Amos
1:2, 4-5, 7-8, 10, 12, 14-15;
2:2-3; cf. Isa 24:4-6 and Jer
23:10)

The Implications
The results reached in this dissertation are full of implications for the understanding
of the book of Amos and of its theology, among them:
1.

They confirm what has been stressed by a number of scholars in the last

decades: it is an untenable position to make the word rr~a ("covenant”) the sole criterion
for the detection of covenant elements and traditions in a biblical text The abundant usage
of a number of other elements o f OT covenants has demonstrated the importance of
covenant for the prophetic message in Amos 1-2.1 As Mendenhall had affirmed some
IA number of scholars have tried to give a reasonable answer to the question why
Amos never used the word m 2 ("covenant"), with a religious meaning. Despite their best
efforts, however, their proposals remain only educated guesses. Amos’s exact reason(s)
will probably never be known. See, e.g., the suggestions that:
(1) The early classical prophets avoided this word because it was completely
misunderstood by the people in general, and was easily used as a slogan of national
security, in Eichrodt, Theology o f the Old Testament, 1:51-52; idem, "Prophet and
Covenant: Observations on the Exegesis of Isaiah," in Proclamation and Presence: Old
Testament Essays in Honour o f Gwynne Henton Davies, ed. John I. Durham and J. R.
Porter, new corrected ed. (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1983), 183-188; Wright,
"Faith o f Israel," 357; Clements, Prophecy and Covenant, 55; Zimmerli, O ld Testament
Theology, 47,55; Martens, God's Design, 153-154; Arvid S. Kapelrud, "The Prophets
and the Covenant," in In the Shelter o f Elyon: Essays on Ancient Palestinian L ife and
Literature in Honor o f G. W. Ahlstrom, ed. W. Boyd Barrick and John R. Spencer,
JSOTSup, no. 31 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1984), 178-179;
(2) Because it was misappropriated by kingship theology in Israel, an understanding
o f the covenant that the prophets opposed, in Mendenhall, "Covenant Forms," 70-72;
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decades ago, "the most frequent word for 'covenant' (286 occurrences) is r?"n, but there
are numerous references to covenants and covenant relationships where this term does not
occur."1
2. They not only give support to the view that OT covenants were part o f one of the
theological components o f the preaching of Amos, but also that they played a fundamental
role in i t The entire series of oracles in Amos 1-2 was shown to be intrinsically connected
with a number of specific elements that pertain to the Noahic, Abrahamic, Mosaic and
Davidic covenants. This result argues against those scholars who downplay, or completely
deny, the importance of OT covenants for the understanding of the prophetic message of
Amos.
3. They evidence that elements of four OT covenants (universai/Noahic,
Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic) were interwoven together into a unified whole. This fact
speaks against the view that the classical prophets were the defenders of the old Israelite
covenant traditions (i.e.. Mosaic covenant) over against the appropriation of the covenant
theology by the Davidic kingship and the political structure of the kingdom (which became
then the Davidic and Abrahamic covenants).2 The Davidic covenant was seen to be of
fundamental importance for the "Oracles Against the Nations," and a constitutive part of the
prophetic message of the book of Amos.
(3)
Because the term m ? ("covenant”) obscured the prophet's conception of the
relationship between God and Israel, in view of the inherent legalism in the idea of
"covenant," in Heaton, Old Testament Prophets, 63.
■Mendenhall. "Covenant," 715. This has been fully demonstrated not only by
Mendenhall in the following pages of this same article, but also by a good number of
studies that have shown the wide semantic and thematic range covered by the OT concept
of covenant See, e.g., Hillers, Covenant, 120-142; Baltzer, Covenant Formulary, 9-93;
Weinfeld, " m ? B 'rith " 256-278; idem, "Common Heritage," 176-191; Buis, Notion
d ’alliance, 15-192; Kalluveettil, Declaration and Covenant, 5-213; Tadmor, "Alleanza e
dipendenza," 18-36.
2See the elaboration of this view in Mendenhall, "Covenant Forms," 70-75; Antonius
H. J. Gunneweg, "Sinaibund und Davidsbund," V T 10 (1960): 335-341; Mendenhall and
Herion, "Covenant," 1187-1192.
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4. The interweaving of elements of four OT covenants in Amos 1-2 argues for the
view of a basic unity between the different covenants in the OT. This view maintains the
biblical picture of the different OT covenants and of their interrelationship. Each successive
covenant builds upon the other, and is set in the context of the previous one. Accordingly,
the covenants of God are one, and despite their different emphasis and specific
characteristics, they are all united in the OT around God's redemptive purpose for
mankind.1
5. Covenant plays then a key role in the book’s picture of God's relationship with
both the foreign nations and His elected people. The exegetical study of the "Oracles
Against the Nations” of Amos has evidenced some common covenantal elements shared by
all the nations involved in that series of oracles, as well as some specific elements that
differentiate them:
a. Common elements:
i. All the eight nations of the series are intrinsically related to the
Abrahamic and Davidic covenants insofar as they belong to the area of the
"promised land" and were related to the Davidic empire as part of the
"Greater Israel."
ii. They are all considered to be subject to the Davidic rulership.
This element of the Davidic covenant was seen to be part o f YHWH’s
provision for the redemption of mankind (2 Sam 7:19), together with the
election of Abraham and his seed (Gen 12:1-3).
iii. All the eight nations are considered as subject to YHWH, and
responsible before Him for their acts. YHWH is the Creator and Sovereign
■See the discussion for the unity of OT covenants in Roth and Reuther, Liberating
Bond, 20-32; Robertson, Christ o f the Covenants, 27-52; Levenson, Sinai and Zion,
187-217; and McComiskey, Covenants o f Promise, 139-211. Levenson's study deals
only with the interrelationship between the Mosaic and Davidic covenants, but it is highly
relevant to the discussion of the unity of OT covenants insofar as it demonstrates the
intrinsic unity between these two covenants that are considered by some scholars as
opposing one another.
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of the entire universe (Amos 4:13; 5:8-9; 8:8-9; 9:5-6), the One who guides
the history of every nation (Amos 9:7). Every nation is under His
authority and receives from Him either blessing or judgment according to
their deeds (Amos 1-2; 9:11-15).
iv.

All the eight nations endure the same kind of judgment from

YHWH. The divine judgment over all these nations reflects the language of
the curses described in the Mosaic covenant: Destruction by divine fire and
war; exile of a population back to their place of origin; deportation of kings
and princes; complete defeat in front of an enemy, with no possible escape
(Lev 26:17, 36; Deut 28:25,36,68; 29:26-27[27-28]; 32:22,30). Amos
concurs then with other passages of the OT that apply the covenant curses
not only to the elected people, but also to foreign nations (cf., e.g., Jer
23:10 and Isa 24:4-6).
b. The difference between the foreign nations and Judah and Israel:
i. The six foreign nations in Amos 1-2 are judged for transgressions
of universal laws of respect for the human being and his life that belong to
the domain of YHWH's universal/Noahic covenant with mankind.
ii. Judah and Israel, however, are judged for transgressions of the
Mosaic law, the law that was revealed to Israel as part of her covenant with
YHWH at Sinai. This law is explicitly evoked in the oracle against Judah
(Amos 2:4), and is evidenced by the enumeration of specific sins of Israel
(Amos 2:6-8, 12).
iii. Only the elected people are called into account on the basis of
YHWH’s gracious acts in their history, the acts that became the foundation
of their relationship with God (Amos 2:6-12). In the series o f the "Oracles
Against the Nations," actually, this line of divine argumentation is
addressed only to northern Israel. This does not mean that Amos excluded
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Judah from the sacred history of God’s people; well to the contrary, when
YHWH resumes the same line of argumentation in Amos 3:1-2, He
addresses "the entire family" which He brought up from Egypt, that is, both
Judah and Israel. The reason why YHWH addresses only northern Israel in
Amos 2:9-12 certainly is due to the fact that northern Israelites were the
actual audience of the prophet, and it was specifically with them that
YHWH was engaging Himse lf in a covenant lawsuit at that moment.1
Amos 3:1-2 makes clear that while God's people was then divided into two
nations, they were but one people in the eyes of God.
iv.

In Amos 2:6-12 and 3:1-2, YHWH evokes both the Exodus and

the elecdon of Abraham and his seed as the foundational events in the
history of His relationship with His people. This historical recall
establishes in the book the essential difference between Israel and the other
nations. While, in Amos, every nation is subjected to YHWH and must
obey His universal laws because He is the God of the universe, the Creator,
the Sovereign of all nations, the One who guides their history, the One who
blesses or judges them; Israel (Judah and northern Israel) is the only nation
that enjoyed a close relationship with Him. This relationship is expressed in
Amos 2:4-16 in terms of YHWH’s specific actions in the Israelite history.
His election of Israel from among all the other families of the earth through
Abraham, and His requirement of their obedience to His revealed Law. In
Amos 3:1, this relationship is summarized by the verb rrr ("to know"), a
verb that expresses the unique and intimate covenantal relationship between
YHWH and His people.
lCf. above, 131-132, for the discussion on how frequently OT prophets would evoke
the common past of the entire Israel (Judah and northern Israel) when addressing only one
of the two nations into which God’s people were divided.
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6.

The results of the present investigation reveal then a rich and elaborated presence

of OT covenantal elements in the text of the "Oracles Against the Nations" of Amos 1-2.
The scope of this study, however, has been limited to the first two chapters of the book and
was focused basically upon the question of the existence of OT covenant elements in this
prophetic pericope. The results reached here can but be circumspect in their conclusions.
Further extensive studies are in order for the other chapters of Amos. These studies would
undoubtedly clarify still further the role and importance of OT covenants for the message of
Amos, and would help to delimit the theology of covenant in the book. The results reached
so far, however, demonstrate the strong presence of elements of the OT covenants in the
book of Amos. This presence is indeed so strong that even scholars who recognize only a
late origin for the concept of covenant in Israel see themselves obliged to acknowledge its
presence in the present text of the book. As Ronald E. Clements admitted:
In all of this we must certainly accept that, in spite o f the admitted silence of the eighthcentury prophets about Yahweh’s covenant with Israel, it was within a framework of
covenant theology and ideas that the main lines of this traditional portrait of the prophet
came to be drawn. In spite of the many tensions and inconsistencies which this
involved the circles that preserved the traditions o f the prophets and their preaching
viewed them against a background of covenant ideas which set their preaching in a
markedly new light. The immediate historical background has been supplemented with
a much wider range of material regarding Israel’s origin and vocation which had come
to be regarded as necessary and relevant. The preaching of the prophets was given a
deeper dimension, and this dimension is broadly summed up in the main lines of
Deuteronomic covenant theology.1
One can question, however, the necessity of seeing the presence of these elements
o f OT covenants only as the result of the redactional process of the book. First, the
question of a long redactional history for the text of the book of Amos is a highly uncertain
issue. Gary V. Smith has analyzed one by one the reasons usually evoked in support of
that view, and has demonstrated that none of them imposes itself. There is no strong
•Clements, Prophecy and Tradition, 56.
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reason to deny the integrity and originality of the text of Amos.1 Second, the text of Amos
1-2 evidences a good number of elements of OT covenants. Furthermore, these elements
are used not only sporadically here and there, but are essential to the message of the
"Oracles Against the Nations." Third, the antiquity of OT covenants seems to be
convincingly demonstrated by the unique parallel between these covenants and their
contemporary ANE treaties.2 The treaty form, which so closely parallels the OT covenant
form, is one of the best attested literary forms in the ANE world. It can be observed even
in documents from the third millennium B.C.3 It can be rightly asked then, on what basis
OTs claims for the centrality of covenant since the beginnings of the Israelite religion can
be denied, if the ANE contemporary literature evidences the existence o f so closely similar
literary forms (the treaties) in the cultures that surrounded Israel.
In commenting on the revival of Wellhausen’s ideas among the recent biblical
scholarship that denies the early origin of the concept of covenant in the religion of Israel,
Kenneth A. Kitchen made a pertinent remark on the implications of the ANE witness in
■Gary Smith, Amos, 19-21,40-42, 76-79, 101-103, 118, 139-141, 160, 183, 198199,221,232-233,249-250,265-266,277-280. See also the defense of the originality of
the actual text of Amos in Rudolph, Amos, 100-103; Hayes, Amos, 39; Andersen and
Freedman, Amos, 141-149: Finley, Amos, 110-113; and Paul, Amos, 16-27.
2See Mendenhall, "Covenant Forms," 50-70; idem, "Covenant," 714-720; Calderone,
Dynastic Oracle, 14-71; Hillers, Covenant, 25-45; Weinfeld, " in ? tenth," 266-272;
idem, "Common Heritage,” 175-191; Kalluveettii, Declaration and Covenant, 5-213;
Tadmor, "Alleanza e dipendenza," 17-36; Mendenhall and Herion, "Covenant,” 11801190; Kitchen, "Patriarchal Age," 53-56.
3See the detailed survey of these treaties in McCarthy, Treaty and Covenant, 2-106,
and the convenient comparative table in Kitchen, "Patriarchal Age," 54-55.
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favor of the early origin of the OT covenants, which seems to be a fitting concluding
remark for the present dissertation:
As we prepare to enter our third millenium the future course of the discussion of
covenant, law and treaty in the Old Testament would be altered for the better by moving
the focus back, not to the nineteenth century AD but to the second millenium BC where
a much more secure base exists for the evaluation of these biblical texts. ■
i Kitchen, T all and Rise," 135.
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APPENDIX
ANALYSIS OF MAIN TEXTUAL VARIANTS AND OF SOME
EMENDATIONS TO THE MT TEXT OF AMOS 1:2-2:16

The study of the present dissertation was based on the Hebrew Massoretic text
(MT) of Amos 1:2-2:16, as it appears in the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia.1 No
emendation was proposed to this text for, as stated before, "no serious alternative" could be
found to it.2

The issue of the "best" text of Amos 1:2-2:16 was felt to be of fundamental

importance, since it had a direct impact on the results of the exegetical study of this
pericope. A text different from the one found in MT could yield different results. Hence,
there was a need to evaluate the reading of this text vis-i-vis the variant readings found in
other ancient translations of the OT. Only then could the exegesis of the text of Amos 1:22:16 be founded on a solid basis, and the results of this exegesis be trustworthy.
The analysis of the text of Amos 1:2-2:16 was added here, as an appendix to the
dissertation, because of its highly technical nature that could be cumbersome for many
readers. It does evidence, however, the basis of my choice of MT in its integrity, and at
the same time provides the reader with special interest in textual criticism the opportunity to
evaluate my choice.
■Elliger and Rudolph, Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, 1015-1018.
2Cf. above, 115.
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The discussion below of the MT text of Amos 1:2-2:16 takes into consideration the
so-called primary versions of the Old Testament, that is, the Septuagint (LXX), the
Targums (Tg), and the Peshitta (Pesh).1 The Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS) were also taken into
consideration whenever applicable.2 No claim is made here to a detailed and extensive
analysis of all the variants found in MT, LXX, Tg, Pesh, and DSS. The primary concern
is on the variants that have a meaningful implication to the reading and understanding of the
text of Amos.

Text: Amos 1:3
I.

In Amos 1:3a, LXX has icai elite icupios ("and the Lord said”) for MT

rrirr T5r rfi ("thus says YHWH"), instead of the usual T r iS e \eyei icupio? ("this says the
Lord") found in the next oracles (Amos 1:6, 9, 11, etc.). Tg reads: *r -23$ ]r p ("thus says
YHWH”), Pesh has:

tosrtf r£i^<D, hdkannd’ ’emar mdryd’ ("thus says the

•The secondary versions of the Old Testament—the Old Latin, the Vulgate, the
Coptic, the Ethiopic, the Armenian, and the Arabic versions—are not addressed in this
study. A careful analysis of all these versions would take the present study well beyond its
scope, and is actually an enterprise worthy of a dissertation in itself. For more information
on these versions, see, Ernst Wurthwein, The Text o f the Old Testament, trans. Erroll F.
Rhodes (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1992).
For the study o f the primary versions the following critical editions are used: Joseph
Ziegler, ed., Duodecim Prophetae, Septuaginta: Vetus Testamentum Graecum Auctoritate
Societatis Litterarum Gottingensis, vol. 13 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1943)
for LXX; Alexander Sperber, ed.. The Bible in Aramaic, Based on O ld Manuscripts and
Printed Texts, vol. 3, The Latter Prophets According to Targum Jonathan (Leiden: E.
J. Brill, 1962) for Tg; A. Gelston, ed., "Dodekapropheton," in The O ld Testament in
Syriac According to the Peshitta Version, ed. The Peshitta Institute, Leiden, part HI,
fascicle 4 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1980) for Pesh.
2For the Dead Sea scrolls, it was used the edition on the Minor Prophets by Luis
Vegas Montaner, ed., Biblia del Mar Muerto: Profetas Menores. Edicion critica segun
Manuscritos Hebreos procedented del M ar Muerto, Textos y Estudios "Cardenal
Cisneros” de la Biblia Poliglota Matritense, no. 29 (Madrid: Institute "Arias Montano,”
C.S.I.C.,
1980). More recent publications have not added anything new on Amos over that which is
presented by Montaner (the 1990 edition of the Greek Mmor Prophets Scroll by Emmanuel
Tov, in the series Discoveries in the Judean Desert, vol. 8 , does not contain any material on
Amos).
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Lord”), and in DSS (SQAmos), the beginning of the line is missing, but one can still read:
mrr tdr ( ) (”[ ] says YHWH”).
The reading of MT is usually maintained by modem scholars, who only refer to the
variant reading of LXX to inform the reader of its existence.1 The rendering of the Qal
perfect of ~er (”to speak, to say") first by a second aorist active indicative (elire ("said”]),
and then later by a present active indicative (Xeyei. ["says”]), is not problematic; it occurs
many times in the book.2 Both renderings are grammatically correct.3
More serious questions arise, however, concerning the rendering of ~e r nb ("thus
says”) by icai eltre ("and [the Lord] said”). While the conjunction (kol) followed by the
aorist (elirov) is normally used to translate the consecutive forms of the verb "ER,4 nb can
hardly be translated by kcu\5 and the present active of Xeyw is the usual form used to
translate the Qal perfect in the book.6 Did the LXX translators) have a manuscript with
•Cf., e.g., Wolff, Joel and Amos, 128; Koch and Collaborators, Amos, 1:106-107;
Soggin, Amos, 32; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 306.
2In Amos 7:2-3, 5-6, 15-17; 8:2-3.
3See Kautzsch, Gesenius’, § I06a-I; and Joiion, Grammar, 2:§ I I2c-f.
4Amos 1:2; 6:10; 7:2,5,8,12, 14,15; 8:2; 9:1. Once it is used to translate a
conjunctive i plus Qal imperative in Amos 3:9, but usually it translates the common Hebrew
introduction to direct speech: -ctn ("and he said:"), “CR] ("and I said:”), "Cri ("and he will
say:").
5nb ("thus") is usually translated by the adverbs evT€ij0ev ("from here, this"),
outgo ? ("thus, in this way”), (j6e ("thus, here”), by the particle iSou ("Io!, see!”),
and by the demonstrative pronoun oSe ("this, that")— from which comes the much-used
ra5e in Amos. See Edwin Hatch and Henry A. Redpath, A Concordance to the
Septuagint and the Other Greek Versions c f the Old Testament (Including the
Apocryphal Books) in Three Volumes (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1989),
1:479,673; 2:960, 1035, 1491; 3:240. In Amos nb is systematically translated both by
T d S e (1:6,9,11,13; 2:1,4,6; 3:11,12; 5:3,4,16, 7:11,17), and by otmos (7:1,4,7; 8:1).
OUTOJ /

6Amos 1:5, 6, 8, 9, 11, 13, 15; 2:1, 3, 4, 6; 3:11, 12; 5:3,4, 16, 27; 7:3, 6, 11, 17;
8:14; 9:15. Aeyei icOpiog ("says the Lord") is LXX frequent rendering of the prophetic
formula mrr -er ("says/said YHWH"). See ibid., 2:868-871.
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■q«n ("and [YHWH] said") instead of *V3» n3 ("thus says")?1 Even if this were the case,
the actual reading of MT imposes itself much more strongly. First of all, because the
formula rrirr iqtjt rfi ("thus says YHWH") is intentionally intended to start every single
oracle of the pericope of the "Oracles Against the Nations.” Its absence in Amos 1:3 would
break the clear poetic structure around which the oracles were constructed. Second,
because both Tg and Pesh support the MT reading, and DSS (SQAmos), though
fragmentary, seems also to have the same reading. There is, therefore, no strong reason to
doubt the actual reading of MT.
2.

In Amos 1:3b, Tg, Pesh and some manuscripts of LXX have a third masculine

plural pronoun instead of the third masculine singular found in the MT m w

(”I will

not return/restore it”).2 Some other manuscripts of LXX have a third feminine singular
pronoun.3 Finally, the majority of the LXX manuscripts have a third masculine singular
pronoun, like MT .4 DSS (5QAmos) does not contain this part of Amos 1:3.
Here again, the MT reading is usually maintained by a great majority of scholars.
They usually observe the variant readings found in the ancient versions, but contend that
■The reading r a i d i r e seems to be unanimous, since no variant reading was detected
by Ziegler in any manuscript of LXX. See Ziegler, Duodecim Prophetae, 181.
2The Tg reads: rirf?
«*p ("I shall not let them go/forgive them’’); the Pesh:
^ a u a vy&cDr^ pA, la ’ 'ahpelimenhon, ("I will not tum/retum/restore them”); the
LXX MSS belonging to the Lucianic subgroup III (MSS 46-86 [in its original readingj711), MS 87 (corrected text) and 68 read: ouk dnocrrpa<t>ijaop.at 0UT0 O9 ("I shall not
turn them away/tum them back”).
3MSS belonging to the Lucianic L’ family (MSS 22-36-48-51-62-147-719-763) and
MS 233 have: ouic dirooTpa<t>iiaopai crimp/ ("I shall not turn it [fem.] away/tum it [fem.]
back”).
4These manuscripts read therefore: owe diroaTpa<jniaop.(U avrov ("I shall not turn it
[masc.] away/tum it [masc.] back").
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the evidence for the third person masculine singular is very strong, as it is seen in the
majority of MSS of LXX.1
The multiplicity of renderings present in the ancient versions seems to be a good
example of the translators’ attempts to clarify the meaning of the Hebrew expression, as
Wilhelm Rudolph remarked.2 The suffix pronoun

("him/it") could have been

understood in the collective sense as referring, for example, to the people of Damascus, or
to their sins. This idea of plurality would then have been made explicit by Tg, Pesh, and
some manuscripts of LXX. Some seem to have understood

("him/it”) as referring to

something that would be masculine in Hebrew but feminine in Greek. The voice of
YHWH in Amos 1:2 could be a good candidate in this case. The Hebrew *xp ("voice”) is
masculine, while the Greek dxounrj ("voice”) is feminine, and it makes good sense in the
context. The third masculine singular in the majority of the LXX manuscripts accords with
the MT text, but narrows the choice in Greek. Airrov ("him/it") can be understood in the
collective sense, or as referring to a preceding masculine singular word. It cannot refer to
words like <jHovq ("voice") or doe Pei a ("sin, impiety, disloyalty"), which in Hebrew
and

3

respectively) are reasonable possibilities. Since the variants of the Hebrew s

("him/it") seem to be a question of interpretation of the original text, there is no good
reason to emend the MT text here, or elsewhere in the series where the same expression
appears (Amos 1:6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1,4, 6).
In Amos 1:3c, most of the LXX manuscripts have the reading Tct? iv yacrrpi

3.
exouoa?

tiu i/

ev Vakaa8 ("the pregnant women of those [the inhabitants who were] in

Gilead”)3 for MT ts'psTTae ("Gilead”). This LXX reading is apparently supported by DSS
•Cf., e.g.. Harper, Amos and Hosea, 13; Snaith, Amos, 2:14-15; Wolff, Joel and
Amos, 128; Rudolph, Amos, 124, 126; Koch and Collaborators, Amos, 1:106-107; Gary
Smith, Am os, 38.
2Rudolph, Amos, 126.
3The Lucianic group L' (MSS 22-36-46-48-5 l- 86 [in text]-711-719-763) has
yaXaaSiTuiv ("Gileadites") instead o f ev TaXaaS ("in Gilead”), reading "the pregnant
women o f the Gileadites."
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(5QAmos), which has the fragmentary reading (

(

) r n (apparently, "pregnant

women [nrrt] of Gilead”). Symmachus has Tip r akaa 6 ("Gilead”), as the direct object in
the sentence. Tg reads “a te

'3 T rr ("the inhabitants of the land of Gilead"). Pesh has

I'G ifad ("Gilead”).
The reference to the pregnant women found in LXX, and apparently also in DSS,
is usually considered to be an insertion in the original text under the influence of the parallel
passage in Amos 1:13.* For Norman H. Snaith, however, MT is too short, as if two
words have been dropped from it. For him, the LXX reading restores the metrical balance
o f the sentence, thought it is probably only a repetition of Amos 1:13.2 Douglas Stuart also
considered MT to be metrically too short, a fact that evidences a haplography. For him,
some scribe has jumped over the portion of the text that is found in LXX and DSS. He
further argued that the direct-object marker T», in MT, is probably the corrupt remnant of
an original rrhn ("pregnant women"). He, therefore, defended that the reference to the
pregnant women is original and that MT must be emended accordingly.3
By taking into consideration the witness of the other ancient versions, one sees that
MT text is supported by the reading of Pesh, as well as by the rendering of Symmachus in
LXX. Tg seems to support MT too. since it appears to be making explicit what is
understood in the terse construction of MT. The readings of LXX and DSS differ
substantially nevertheless. Do they reflect another Hebrew text? This is always a
possibility, but their texts might also be an example of internal textual harmonization, based
on Amos 1:13.
The Codex Alexandrinus, the Catena Group C’ (except MS 538, hence MSS 87-91130-311-490), and the Catena MS 68 omit the preposition ev ("in”) in front of TaXaaS
("Gilead") reading "the pregnant women of those [inhabitants] o f Gilead."
•Cf. Harper, Am os and Hosea, 14; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 129; Amsler, "Amos,”
171; Soggin, Am os, 33; Gary Smith, Amos, 38.
^Snaith, Am os, 2:16.
^Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 307.
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In the analysis of the evidence, extreme care is always necessary before dismissing
MT too promptly in favor of LXX and DSS readings. First, because the DSS manuscript
(SQAmos) is too fragmentary to provide a solid basis for the discussion. One cannot assert
the quality of this manuscript as a reliable witness of an early, original Hebrew text, since
so little of it has survived. Second, one can feel a certain uneasiness in LXX's translation
of the final part o f Amos 1:3. LXX rendering of the entire sentence (dvO’ iLv etTpiCov
irpiooi oiSqpoIs ras iv yaoTpi exoucras tcui/ ev TaXaaS ["because they saw with
saws of iron the pregnant women of those in Gilead']) o f the Hebrew rrSnng □prrbn
tflbsrrR ‘^ 13.7 ("for they threshed Gilead with sledges of iron") seems to depict an effort
to understand the imagery evoked in the text. As was seen above,' the imagery of
"threshing,” with the meaning of destroying people and nations, was well used in the ANE
by the time of Amos. The MT text of Amos preserves, hence, an ancient Semitic idiom that
might have been difficult to understand centuries later, when the Hebrew original was
being translated into Greek. If this was the case, one can then imagine that the translator,
in his struggle to understand the text, might well have been influenced by Amos 1:13,
where Ammon is accused for having "ripped open the pregnant women of Gilead”
(inbjn rrhrr cnpxbn).*

Text: Amos 1:8
In Amos 1:8, most MSS of LXX have only icupios ("Lord”) for MT mrr* tin
("Lord YHWH”). Some MSS of the Catena group of LXX have icupiog iciipio? ("Lord
Lord”).3 Tg has crtbH n* ("YHWH God”). Pesh has redtafea r

m dre'm draw dta’

•Cf. above, 59.
2Notice LXX's unanimous rendering: av6 ’ <Lv aveoxiCov Tag ev yaoTpi
exouaas tcHv TaAaaSiTcDv ("because they ripped open the pregnant women of the
Gileadites”).
3The Catena group C (87-91-490) and the MSS 68 and 613.
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("Lord of Lords”). DSS (Mur88 ) seems to have ( )jt.

("Lord [Y1H[WH]?”), which

would correspond to the MT text.
On the basis of the most common reading of LXX, BHS proposes that
("Lord") should be deleted from the text of MT. A number of scholars follow this same
reasoning.1 Hans W. Wolff proposed that the compound name nvr T 1? ("Lord YHWH”),
in MT, represents a expansion of the single name m.T ("YHWH”) yet unknown to LXX.2
J. Alberto Soggin built upon Wolffs remarks and suggested that this late addition of
("Lord") is probably a prelude to the perpetual Qere for the tetragrammaton.3 Douglas
Stuart maintained MT reading, but remarked that

("Lord”) may be secondary since it is

not reflected in LXX .4 Other scholars, however, consider that MT maintains the original
reading of the text. For William Rainey Harper, Lord YHWH is the most common
designation for God in Amos, and there is no reason to delete it here.5 Victor Maag also
saw no justification in deleting it.6 For William Rudolph, the reason why LXX omits
("Lord") is uncertain; probably it is due to a baplography in LXX of the double designation
icupios icupios ("Lord Lord”).7
The proposal to delete T 1? ("Lord") seems to stretch the evidence too far. The
translator of the LXX might have rendered the double designation for God by xupiog
("Lord") only. Many times the compound name mrr 'pvt ("Lord YHWH”) is rendered by
a single name for God in LXX, usually by icupio? ("Lord")—the most frequent; or by
tCf. Theodore H. Robinson, The Book o f Amos: Hebrew Text Edited with
Critical and Grammatical Notes, TS, no. 30 (London: S.P.C.K., 1951), 13; Wolff, Joel
and Amos, 130; Amsler, "Amos," 173; Soggin, Amos, 35.
2Wolff,

Joel and Amos, 130.

^Soggin, Am os, 35.
4Stuart,

Hosea-Jonah, 307.

5Harper,
6Maag,

Amos and Hosea, 23, 27.

Text, 7.

Rudolph, Am os, 126.
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Geos ("God"); or6eoTroTT|9 ("Master").1 Other compound names of God, like

rnrr

("YHWH God”), were also frequently translated by one divine name only.2 In Amos, out
of the twenty occurrences of rnrr r fe ("Lord YHWH”) in MT ,3 eleven times LXX has
icupios ("Lord”).4
In view of the frequency by which LXX renders compound names of G rd by a
single name, the BHS proposal seems unfounded. The case for the reading of MT is
further strengthened by the fact that the double designation for God is found in some MSS
of LXX Catena group, in Tg, and in Pesh. One should further notice that LXX itself
renders seven times rnrr *^itj ("Lord YHWH") by icupiog o Oeog ("Lord God") in Amos
(Amos 3:7, 8, 11, 13; 4:5; 9:5, 8); and twice by the vocative icupie icupte ("Lord Lord," in
Amos 7:2, 5). Contrary to Wolff’s contention, it seems that the compound name of God,
rnrr

("Lord YHWH”), was well known to LXX.

Text: Amos 1:11
1) In Amos 1:11, the Pesh reads

71V\ \

t ^ i a , wane{ar l*'alam rogzeh,

("and he kept his anger forever"), for MT '£» tnb r]1-c n ("and his anger tore forever”).
Most MSS of LXX have tcai qpiraaev eis papTupiov <t>piicqi/ airroO ("and he seized
his shivering fear as a witness"). LXX Catena group C (MSS 87-91-490) and the Catena
MS 68 read ical fp-oipaaev (qToipacra MS 68) eig papTupiov <t>piiaiv airrou ("and he
prepared [I prepared MS 68 ] his shivering fear as a witness”). Aquila has icai eOqpeuaev
eis tou 9 aiiuiaas ev opyfj airrou ("and he catches/hunts forever in his anger"), while
Symmachus reads icai qpyeucrev atcovius ev opyfj airrou ("and he catches/hunts
■Cf. Gen 15:2; Josh 7:7; 1 Kgs 2:26; Ps 73:28 (72:28 in LXX); Isa 25:8; 28:16;
30:15; 40:10; 48:16; 49:22; 50:4,5,7, 9; 52:4; 56:8; 6 1:1, 11; 63:13; 65:15; Jer 2:22;
7:20; 14:13; Ezek 2:4; 3:11,27; Mic 1:2; Zech 9:14.
2Gen 2:4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 19, 21; 3:22; Exod 9:30.
3Amos 1:8; 3 :7 , 8 , II, 13; 4:2, 5; 5:3; 6:3; 7:1, 2 ,4(2x), 5, 6 ; 8:1,9, 11; 9:5, 8 .
4Amos 1:8; 4:2; 5:3; 6:3; 7:1,4(2x), 6 ; 8:1,9, 11.
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forever in his anger”). Tg has rrrrn fobs

‘rbpi ("his anger killed/ destroyed

forever"). DSS (Mur88 ) contains only the last word of the sentence, tsk ("his anger").
On the basis of the Pesh reading, some scholars propose to emend the Hebrew text
by replacing the verb *119 ("tear into pieces") by

("keep, guard”).2 This is also the

proposal of the critical apparatus of BHS. The emendation would yield the reading

is« tab "b-n ("and he kept his anger forever"). The advantages of such a reading are: first,
it makes of Edom the subject o f the action,3 as is the case in the two preceding verbs in the
verse; and second, it seems to improve the poetic parallelism in the bicolon that ends the
verse, since *113; ("keep, guard") is a close parallel to

("watch, keep, guard"), the verb

in the next colon.
Others, however, prefer to maintain the MT reading.4 Hans W. W olff made a
strong defense of reading with ^10 ("tear into pieces") pointing out that, first, LXX
reading supports MT; second, MT text has a parallel in Job 16:9; third, "he kept his anger”
is not attested as such elsewhere in the OT but only postulated; and fourth, the syntactical
■MS v seems to be the only one to have this vocalization. MSS f, z, Urbinates I,
Berlin Or fol 2, and the Antwerp Polyglot read bicp btjpi; MS c and the First and Second
Rabbinic Bibles have btjp b'Ejm; the London Polyglot and the Miqraot G edolot vocalize
bgp “rcpi. There is no basic difference in meaning, all different vocalizations can be
translated as "he/it killed/destroyed. ” There is no implication also for the vorlage of Tg.
See the discussion in Dominique Barthelemy et al.. Critique textuelle de VAncient
Testament, tome 3, £zechiel, Daniel et les 12 Prophetes, OBO, no. 50/3 (Fribourg:
Editions Universitaires, 1992), 642 (the references here to the readings o f the MSS
Urbinates I, Berlin Or fol 2, the Antwerp Polyglot, the London Polyglot, and the Miqraot
Gedolot, are based on the material presented by Barthdlemy).
2Cf. Snaith, Amos, 2:26-27; Maag, Text, 7; Robinson, Amos, 13; Amsler, "Amos,"
175; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 304, 307.

3Stuart (Hosea-Jonah, 304) maintains "his anger” as subject and translates: "his
anger has been always alert."
“KTf. Cripps, Amos, 131; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 130; Rudolph, Amos, 127; Soggin,
Amos, 41; Gary Smith, Am os, 39; Barthelemy, Critique textuelle, 642-643.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

307
break (the transition to the imperfect consecutive) supports the unemended text by signaling
a change in subject, ■
The support of LXX for MT 'jTp ("tear into pieces”), evoked by Wolff, is only
partial, however. On one side, the verbs used by most MSS of LXX, by Aquila and by
Symmachus, are closer in meaning to the verb in MT than to the proposed emendation ~q;
("keep, guard”),2 and seem thereby to support MT. On the other side, 3

(’’his anger”) in

these versions is clearly understood to be a verbal complement and not the subject of the
action, supporting hence the reading of Pesh.
The real strong support to MT comes from the fact that the idiomatic phrase ■sijt rpt?
("his anger tears”), which makes of "anger" the subject of the verb "to tear into pieces," is
not only attested elsewhere in the OT (Job 16:9; 18:4), but is also supported by Tg
irtrh pobp "rop Vopi ("his anger killed/ destroyed forever"). On this basis, the text of MT
seems able to stand on its own, and does not need to be emended.
2.

The last sentence of Amos 1:11 is rendered in LXX by rai t o oppripa airrou

e<f>uXa£ei/ ei? l/ticos ("and he kept his violent impulse forever”); in Symmachus by Kai
tt)i/ ppi/ii/ auTou e4>uXa£ev eiog tcXou? ("and he kept his wrath till the end”); in

Theodotion by <ai rqu 6 pyr\v airrou Sienjppaei/ eis TeXo? ("and he maintained his
anger to the end"), and in Pesh by

c u ^ r^ o , w*‘akteh n‘tar l*'atonin,

("and his wrath he kept forever"). MT, however, has

rrcd irrnjsi ("and his wrath

kept forever"). Tg reads similarly to MT zrstjtb rnqj rrncm ("and his anger/passion kept
forever"). DSS (Mur88) contains only the beginning of the sentenced
■Wolff, Joel and Amos, 130.
2LXX apadCio ("snatch away, seize, plunder”) evokes the action of a wild animal, or
of a thief, that suddenly seizes something and carries it away. Aquila Oqpeucu ("hunt,
catch”) and Symmachus dypeuui ("catch, take by hunting") also convey the idea of a
predatory action.
Trom ("his wrath").
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On the basis o f the readings of LXX, Symmachus, Theodotion, and Pesh, BHS
proposes to emend the final sentence into rqqb

Tram (" and he kept his wrath

forever”). A number of scholars highly favor this emendation of the text.i
Others, like C. F. Keil, F. Delitzsch, Willian R. Harper, and Wilhelm Rudolph,2
understand the verb as the third person masculine singular

("he kept") followed by a

third person feminine suffix pronoun n, ("her/it") referring back to Trpm ("his anger”).
The suffix does not have the usual mappiq (it is rr. here) because of the retraction of the
accent before a following stressed syllable, a phenomenon usually designated as n*sigdhi
The translation of the sentence would be then "as for his wrath, he kept it forever."
Some other scholars, however, also maintaining MT text as it is, read in the verbal
form a third person feminine singular.4 They assert that the peculiar vocalization of rrvjD,
instead of the normal rrc o ("she kept/keeps"), can also be accounted as a case of n‘sigah,
or receding accent. They argue, furthermore, against the addition of the preposition b
("for”) in front of n%. The form with the preposition is the most common one found in the
OT, but mg without the preposition is also found three other times in the OT.s
Besides the two remarks above, made in defense of the MT text and of the reading
of the verb as a third person feminine singular, it could be stressed that the entire
construction

rrco irrum ("and his wrath keeps forever") is in parallelism with the

previous one, 'S« in 1? 'fron ("and his anger tore forever"). Since =]$ ("anger”) is the
>Cf. Snaith, Amos, 2:27; Maag, Text, 7; Robinson, Amos, 13; Amsler, "Amos,"
175.
2Keil and Delitzsch, M inor Prophets, 248; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 33-34;
Rudolph, Amos, 127.
3The stress moved backward (from the ultima to the penultima syllable), in order to
avoid a conflict with the stress found in the first syllable o f the next word. Cf. Kautzsch,
Gesenius', § 29e, 58g; Jouon, Grammar, § 31c, 61i.
4Wolff,

Joel and Amos, 130-131; Soggin, Am os, 41; Gary Smith, Amos, 38-39.

5Pss 13:2; 16:11; 74:3.
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subject of the verb, the parallelism between the two colons favors rrpp ("wrath”) as the
subject of T39 ("to keep").
There seems, therefore, to be no good reason to emend the text here either. The
reading of the verb as a third feminine singular seems preferable, also, in view of the
parallelism with the previous sentence. The variant readings found in LXX, Symmachus,
Theodotion, and Pesh could thus represent the effort o f a translators) to render simple a
more rare and difficult sentence construction in Hebrew.

Text: Amos 1:15
In Amos 1:15a, some MSS o f LXX,1 Aquila, Symmachus, and the Pesh read a
proper name, "Melkom,"2 for MT cpbq ("their king"). The MT reading is supported by
most MSS of LXX, which has oi PaoiXct? carnfe ("her kings”), and by Tg, which reads
]iTT3bq ("their king”). DSS (Mur88) does not help much in the discussion, since its
consonantal text, CDbo, can be taken either as meaning "their king” or as the proper name
"Milkom" (the god of the Ammonites).
The reading "their king” is usually maintained by the majority of scholars.^ They
usually view the reading of the proper name "Melkom" as an influence of other prophetic
texts, such as Jer 49:3 and Zeph 1:5, upon the understanding of the text of Amos of some
ancient translators). Alberto Soggin did not take a decisive position on the issue and
offered the two readings as a possibility.4 £mile Puecb, however, made a forceful defense
of the reading o f the proper name "Melkom" as the original one. For him, the MT reading
■The Lucianic group L ' (MSS 22-36-48-51-62-147-719-763) and the margin of the
Lucianic MS 407.
2In Greek MeXxop, in Syriac TioaAsa, Melbum.
3Cf. Keil and Delitzsch, M inor Prophets, 249; Harper, Amos and Hosea, 37;
Snaith, Amos, 2:29; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 131-132; Rudolph, Amos, 127; Stuart,
Hosea-Jonah, 305, 307: Gary Smith, Amos, 37, 39; Barthdlemy, Critique textuelle,
643-644.
4Soggin,

Am os, 43.
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represents the difficulty of the later scribes in understanding the reference to the exile of a
god. "How can a god be exiled with his people?” was the problem that these scribes faced.
This practice (the statue of the god was taken into exile) was well established, however, in
the ANE world by the time of the prophets, as is evidenced in the book of Jeremiah (Jer
49:3). By not understanding this imagery, the later scribes read "their king" instead of
"Milkom."! The reading of the proper name is also favored by Duane L. Christensen, but
he does not elaborate much on the subject 2
The consonantal Hebrew text can be read either way, as mentioned above in
reference to DSS. On what basis is the reading "their king" preferable to "Milkom"?
Dominique Barthdlemy, in his discussion of this section in Amos, pointed out that the
reading "their king” fits better the immediate context of the oracle.3 In Amos 1:13 the
pronoun suffix c, ("them/their”) was used twice in reference to the Ammonites, and this
might well be the case here also. Furthermore, the deposition of a nation's rulerfs) was
one of the focuses of some previous oracles, such as the oracle against Aram and the one
against the Philistines (Amos 1:5, 8). This might well be the issue here also. Finally,
"their king” is the most usual rendering, since MT, the great majority of LXX MSS, and
Tg read it in this way.
Despite Puech’s defense of the reading "Melkom" as the original one, it seems that
the reading of the proper name reflects the influence of other parallel prophecies against
Ammon, especially Jer 49, rather than an original reading. Such an influence can be
detected in the verse by the fact that both LXX and Pesh also speak of Ammonite priests as
iEmile Puech, "Milkom, Ie dieu ammonite, en Amos I 15," VT 27 (1977): 117-125.
^Christensen, "Prosodic Structure," 432.
3Barthdlemy, Critique textuelle, 644.
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going into exile, while MT and Tg make no reference whatsoever to these classes of people
and to their fate, • Reference to priests going to exile, however, is found in Jer 49:3.

Text: Amos 2:2
In Amos 2:2d, some few MSS of MT read
trumpet") instead of the most current

bipai ("and amid sound of

*xp3 ("amid sound of trumpet"). LXX has icai

[leTct <fxin/fjs adAmyyos ("and with sound of trumpet"), and Pesh rC\c\<\* r.i n dn = o ,
wafcqald’d'sipura’, ("and amid the sound of trumpet"). Tg also does not have the
conjunctive i ("and”), reading

bjj? ("amid the sound of the trumpet”). As for DSS

(Mur88 ), the last fragments to survive on Amos 2 have only the first verse (hence, no more
references to DSS are made).
In view of the reading of the few MSS of MT, LXX, and Pesh, BHS proposes that
a conjunctive} ("and”) should be supplied in the text. Few scholars commented on this
issue. For Theodore H. Robinson the conjunction should be supplied,? while for Wolff,
the bare apposition is in accord with the style in Amos I: I4 .3
There is not any compelling need to supply a conjunctive i ("and”) here in the text.
A conjunctive i ("and”) is also missing in Amos l:I4b (which has adverbial expressions
similar to that of Amos 2:2d) and in 2:16 (whose bicolon has a rhythm close to that of
2 :2cd,

where the first colon starts with a conjunctivei ["and”], while the second has two

phrases apposed one to the other). As Wolff remarked, the terse reading of MT is in line
with the style of Amos. In this sense the few MSS of MT, LXX, and Pesh seem to be
harmonizing the text by providing the conjunction "and."
•In Amos 1:15b, LXX has oi iepelg atrnTiv ("their priests"), and Pesh has
.asafeacL&a, w^kumrawhi, ("and his priests"), instead of the plain
("he”) in MT, a
pronoun that refers back to the previously mentioned "their king" in the verse. Tg has ten
("he"), like MT, and DSS (Mur88) is missing in this section.
?Robinson, Am os, 15.
3Wolff,

Joel and Amos, 132.
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Text: Amos 2:3
In Amos 2:3, LXX Lucianic group L ’ (MSS 22-36-48-51-62-147-719-763) has e£

airrou ("from him") instead of MT rqnpo ("from her/its midst"); and the Lucianic group L
(MSS 22-36-48-51-719), plus MSS 62 and 86 (in the margin), has dpxoimrs airroO ("his
princes/authorities”) for M T ;r~g (“her/its princes"). The majority of the MSS of LXX
reade£ airrns ("from her”) and apxovTas' au-rife ("her princes/authorities”). Tg has mx:
("from her midst”) and KTQT37 ("her princes/ officers"). Pesh, however, reads masculine
for both instances: a > a ^

men gaweh, ("from his midst"); ,mcvL=1o*i,

rawr*banawhi, ("his princes/nobles").
On the basis of the reading of the Lucianic MSS mentioned above, BHS proposes
that the Hebrew text should be emended in order to read masculine, hence, i3ij?c ("from
his midst") and r~£p ("his princes"). BHS's suggestion is maintained by some scholars,
like Victor Maag.i Others, like Theodore H. Robinson, Hans W. Wolff, and Douglas
Stuart, emended only rr~xp ("her princes") to r ift ("his princes"), and read rtrp o ("from
his midst”) instead of rqnpc ("from her midst").2 Others, like Wilhelm Rudolph and Gary
Smith, defended the feminine forms on the basis that Moab is here referred to as land
(feminine) and not as people (masculine).? Still others, like Samuel Amsler and Alberto
Soggin, maintained the feminine on the basis that the suffixes here refer back to the city of
Kerioth (feminine), which was just previously mentioned in vs. 2 A
The feminine suffixes in MT are not problematic at all, and there is no compelling
reason to emend the text. The suffix most probably refers to Moab, the name of a country,
and of a people (though it can also refer back to the city of Kerioth, as suggested by Ampler
•Maag, Text, 5, 7.
2Robinson,

Am os, 15; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 132-133; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 305,

307.
?Rudolph, Am os, 128; Gary Smith, Amos, 37, 39.
4Amsler,

"Amos,” 177; Soggin, Amos, 45.
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and Soggin). Names of countries are usually taken as feminine in the OT (usually in the
sense of the name of the land, the nation), but they are also many times treated as masculine
(usually with the meaning of the name of the people, a national name).1 Both genders
would fit well the context in Amos, but the use of the feminine seems purposeful in the
text. It avoids the idea that the possessive would refer back to the king, just mentioned in
the previous sentence, and makes clear thereby that the country o f Moab (or the city of
Kerioth) is intended here.

Text: Amos 2:7
In Amos 2:7, LXX has ra raT ouira ("the ones treading/trampling”)2 for MT
C'Ekgtt ("the ones gasping/panting for," or "the ones snapping/setting traps"). The
majority of the MSS of Tg have fO'yi ("who despise"),3 but one MS (Berlin Or fol 2) has
•Kautzsch, Gesenius’, § 122h-i.
2Most of the MSS read Ta traTouvTa em t o v x° w "rife yrjs icai € k o v 6 u X i£ o v
ei? Ke<t>aXd?
("the ones treading/trampling upon the dust of the earth and they
oppress the head of the poor [literally: they strike with the fist at the head of the poor]").
Most of the MSS of the Lucianic group L ” (MSS 22-36-48-51-62-147-719-763), the
Lucianic MS 407, the Catena group C (MSS 87-91-490), and the Catena MS 68 have t w i /
TraTowTdii/ ("of those treading/trampling"). The Lucianic group UI (MSS 46-86-711) has
t w v icaT atraT ouvT uii/ ("of those trampling down").
3k,.730d 3*1 m n t*~£23 ]*q*n ("who despise, in the dust of the earth, the head of
the poor").
MSS 5, c, f, z, and the Antwerp Polyglot Bible, have tr a ? 3 ("as the dust”) instead
of K issa ("in the dust").
The Antwerp Polyglot Bible also has b tn in ("of Israel") after kihki ("of the
earth”).
The First Rabbinic Bible does not have 3*1 ("head”), reading only "the poor” instead
of "the head of the poor” at the end of the sentence.
The Second Rabbinic Bible has 3 - n ("of/that [is] the head") instead of only i n
("head”).
MS c has f 30D ("a/the poor”) instead of «5*3QQ 3*1 ("the head of the poor”).
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the reading ]'S^n ("who crush/pulverize").1 Pesh reads

d'dayyesin ("who tread

down/trample").2
On the basis of the reading of LXX, BHS proposes that one should read the verb
Epo I ("to crush")3 instead of the verb

("to gasp/pant for” or "snap/set traps”) indicated

by the Massoretic vocalization. The text would then read "the ones crushing, upon the dust
of the earth, the head of the poor.” This reading is followed by a great majority of
scholars.4 A few, like C. F. Keil, F. Delitzsch, Victor Maag, Thomas Edward
McComiskey, and Dominique Barthelemy, defended the reading of rjwp ("to gasp/pant for”
or "snap/set traps”), and interpreted the sentence as referring to the extreme avarice of the
wealthy Israelite elite. They usually translated the sentence as "they gasp after the dust of
the earth which is on the head of the poor.”5
The strength of reading the consonantal crsKort as a participle o f rpo I ("to crush”)
instead of

("to gasp/pant for" or "snap/set traps") is the support o f the Greek, Syriac,

and Aramaic (directly indicated in one MS by the cognate cp3 ["to crush/pulverize"], but not
so clear with the more common ms ["to despise/reject”] ) renderings o f this verb. It should
be noticed, however, that LXX t& Trcrroui/Ta ("the ones treading/trampling") and Pesh
i^ .r.i i d‘dayyesin ("who tread down/trample”) do not refer to the people who were
oppressing the poor, and trampling/treading upon their heads, but they refer back to the
■This MS is not mentioned in Sperber, Bible in Aramaic, 3:418, but is referred to in
Barthdlemy, Critique textuelle, 682.
2i<t -tm-yiA v\ A\
dedayyesin ‘a l ‘a pra’
de'ar‘d ’ wameqappeftin fcmeskene’Cwho tread down/trample upon the dust of the earth,
and are beating [on the head] the poor").

3crsKori /crsqjr: ("the ones crushing").
•*Cf. Harper, Amos and Hosea, 50; Cripps, Amos, 140-141; Snaith, Amos, 2:39-40;
Robinson, Amos, 16; Wolff, Joel and Amos, 133; Rudolph, Amos, 137-138; Amsler,
"Amos,” 179; Soggin, Amos, 48; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 306-307; Gary Smith, Amos, 7374.
5Keil and Delitzsch, Minor Prophets, 253; Maag, Text, 6 , 11; McComiskey,
"Amos," 296; Barthelemy, Critique textuelle, 684.
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poor people themselves. LXX and Pesh have a completely different syntactical
construction than MT: t o narovm a ("the ones treading/trampling") and
dedayyesin, ("who tread down/trample") describe the needy, the poor people ( i r e i / T y r a
["the poor/needy one],

meskene' ["the poor"]) which, in Amos 2:6, were sold

for the sake of a pair of sandals.1 They are the ones who tread/trample in the dust of the
earth. So, in LXX and Pesh, Amos 2:7a continues the description of the oppressed poor
people that started in the previous verse. This syntactical construction is completely
contrary to the syntax of the Hebrew text, whether vocalized or not. Amos 2:7 is
constructed in a specific parallelism, in which the subject of the verbs is clearly to be
identified with the oppressor, not the oppressed (and much less the sandals, as suggested
by Snaith). To make the poor people (or the sandals) the subject of trswon makes no sense
when one gets down to the prepositional phrase

ntrqi ("on the head of the poor").

LXX and the Pesh apparently saw this problem, and then provided for an extra verb
( £ k o i '6 u X l £ o i /

["they strike with the fist"], v,

meqappehin ["beating on the head”])

to make the connection back to the oppressor, as Barthdlemy remarked.? In view of what
seems to be a reworking of the text by LXX and Pesh, one should be cautious in jumping
too quickly from their inner textual context into the Hebrew text, and making of them the
key for the understanding of this latter.
The witness of Tg MS Berlin Or fol 2, however, seems to provide a more solid
basis for the reading o f rpo I ("to crush") in csawn, since this MS has the Aramaic cognate
("to crush/ pulverize”) for the verse. This reading in Tg further preserved the same
syntactical construction of MT, making of the oppressor the subject of the action, and the
poor people the object o f i t But here again, caution should be taken. There are signs that
the readings of this verse in Tg represent more an effort of interpretation of the Hebrew text
Worman H. Snaith {Amos, 2:40) suggests that the participle of the verb "to tread
down" in LXX refers back to the sandals of the poor, instead of the poor themselves,
hence the sandals "which trample the dust of the earth."
2Barthelemy,

Critique textuelle, 682.
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than simply a plain witness of it. This is apparent in the way Tg handles the prepositions.
The *70 ("over, upon”) before tqs ("dust”) is replaced either by 3 ("in, at”) or 3 ("as").
The 3 ("in, at") before w i ("head”) usually disappears. These changes in the prepositions
may indicate a "smoothing out” of the original text, in order to render it more
understandable to the reader. In this sense, epo ("to crush/ pulverize") may also be an
interpretation.
There still, therefore, is the possibility that the verb

("to gasp/pant for” or

"snap/set traps") preserves the correct reading of the text. The basic problem with this
reading, however, is that in the OT Ej&qi ("to gasp/pant for" or "snap/set traps") usually
commands a complement in the accusative (a direct object with no preposition), and only
once (Eccl 1:5) commands a complement introduced by the preposition ‘tk ("toward, into").
In Amos 2:7, c^n n tra ("on the head of the poor”) is usually understood to be the
complement of the verb. This prepositional phrase indicates a complement in a locative
dative ("on the head of'), and would then be contrary to the normal usage of the verb.
Furthermore, it renders difficult the reading of the verse. It is not surprising then that the
preposition 3 ("in, on, at") is usually deleted from the Hebrew text, or simply ignored in
some translations.!
One possible solution is to take n * -

("upon the dust of the earth”) as the

complement of E]«9 ("to gasp/pant for" or "snap/set traps"), and crVi n tr a ("on the head of
the poor”) as an adverbial phrase modifying this verbal complement, as is suggested by
Keil, Delitzsch, and Barthelemy. The verse could then be translated as "the ones panting
•As seen in the rendering of Tg, and as required in the suggestion of BHS and of
those scholars who follow the same line of thought for the verse. Many modem English
translations of the Bible simply ignore the preposition, usually considering the text to be
obscure, and leave it untranslated. Cf. Amos 2:7 in RSV, NRSV, NAB, NEB, NJB.
In the entry
n ("crush, trample upon"), a hypothetical form o f =po ("bruise, snap
at, crush"), of the Gesenius’ Lexicon it is remarked the following concerning Amos 2:7:
"in any case del. 3 after ’3 crush." Cf. Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles A.
Briggs, eds.. The New Brown-Driver-Briggs-Gesenius Hebrew and English Lexicon
with an Appendix Containing the Biblical Aramaic (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1979),
983.
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for the dust of the earth [which is] on the head of the poor." This is also the rendering of
the verse in the English Bibles o f KJV, NKJV, and RV. Amos 2:7a would then be a
hyperbole translating the extreme avarice of the Israelite elite who were spoiling the poor of
all their goods, and would not stop until they got it ail. They would desire even the dust
that a poor person was throwing upon his head, as a sign of mourning and despair, after
having lost all his possessions. Barthelemy argued in favor of that interpretation, noticing
that it preserves all the elements in the verse, and that it is further supported by the fact that
bv ("upon, over") is highly interchangeable in the OT with bs ("toward, into"), a
preposition that, as seen above, can be commanded by the verb

("to gasp/pant for" or

"snap/set traps ").1
Finally, this usage of

("to gasp/pant for” or "snap/set traps”) expressing the

idea of someone desiring ardently for something that belongs to someone else, and
consequently taking it over, is not unique to Amos 2:7. In Job 5:1-5, Eliphaz describes a
fool that has suddenly been cursed and starts losing all his possessions. In vs. 5, he
declares that the hungry eats his harvest, and that the thirsty pants (5]«ch) after his wealth,
with the intent of taking it over.
Text: Amos 2:8
In Amos 2:8, LXX has icai

t&

ip d n a ("and the garments") for MT e r " S3~bffi

("and upon garments”). Aquila and Symmachus have icai eiri IpdTia ("and upon
garments"), Theodotian reads icai etri ipcmaji/ ("and upon garments”). Tg has

bm

("and upon couches"), and Pesh r<ifl.-i.\ , \ \ o , we‘a l 1‘buse'C and upon garments”).
On the basis of the reading of LXX, BHS proposes that the preposition bs ("upon,
over") should be deleted, and the emended text should read c c t ("and garments”). A
number of scholars follow this emendation, and remark that the preposition bs ("upon,
over") does not fit the syntax of the verse, since c rra ("garments”) is to be taken as the
•Barthelemy, Critique textuelle, 684.
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direct object of the verb mp; ("extend, stretch out, spread out, incline, bend down, turn
aside, mislead, etc.”).! Others, however, maintain the preposition and defend that the verb
is reflexive, not transitive.2
LXX stands alone in the witness for the absence of the preposition bp ("upon,
over"). From the witness of the other versions, there is more reason to maintain the
preposition than to delete it. It should be further remarked that LXX translates Amos 2:8a
in a very peculiar way. By probably reading rb p n ("cords") for MT trbnri ("taken in
pledge"), LXX renders the text as follows: icai t o ip a n a auTcot/ SeapeuovTe?
axoii'ioi? TrapatreTaopaTa etroiow eyopei/a tou Oucnacmripiou ("and binding
together their garments [the poor’s] with ropes, they [the rich] make curtains for around the
altar”).2 This peculiar translation raises still more questions on the value of using the
absence of the preposition in LXX as the basis to delete it in MT.
A probably stronger reason for deleting the preposition would be the syntax of the
phrase. Hans W. W olff expressed the thought of many other scholars when he remarked
that the hiphil of re; ("extend, stretch out, spread out, incline, bend down, turn aside,
mislead, etc.”) is used elsewhere in the OT transitively ("to spread/stretch out something"),
and not "for human beings who 'stretch themselves out’” (reflexive usage ).4 The
preposition before c a n ("garments”) should therefore be deleted, since "garments" is to be
taken as the object of the verb.
The problem with such reasoning is that it is questionable that c o n ("garments”)
should be taken as a direct object. As seen in the other versions, all take it to be an
•Cf. Harper, Am os and Hosea, 52; Snaith, Amos, 2:44-46; Robinson, Amos, 16;
Wolff, Joel and Amos, 134.
2Cf. Cripps, Am os, 142; Maag, Text, 6 , 12; Rudolph, Amos, 137, 139; Amsler,
"Amos," 179; Soggin, Amos, 48-49; Gary Smith, Amos, 74.
2A probable way by which LXX might have arrived at this peculiar reading is by
reading a major stop after ebon (LXX "ropes”). The Hebrew text could then have been
understood as: "and over garments, ropes, they stretch around every altar."
4WoIff,

Joel and Amos, 134.
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adverbial phrase, indicating the place in which the action was performed, rather than the
object that suffered that action. Further, it is not so sure that the hiphil of nt£ ("extend,
stretch out, spread out, incline, bend down, turn aside, mislead, etc.") is used only
transitively and never with a reflexive meaning. In Hos 11:4, this verbal form is clearly
used with a reflexive intransitive meaning. The verse describes God speaking about Israel
and saying: "I [God] bent/inclined Myself [cki] to him [Israel] and fed him." Interestingly
enough, contrary to his remarks on Amos 2:8, Wolff accepted the reflexive meaning of the
hiphil of rap; in Hosea.1 Reflexive meaning seems to be the case also in Isa 30:11 and Job
23:11. There is no reason, therefore, that in Amos 2:8 the meaning of the verb could not
be "to bend (oneself), to incline, to stretch out."

Text: Amos 2:9
In Amos 2:9, several MSS of MT read c s 's n ("from before you") instead o f crrrsc
("from before them”). LXX unanimously has etc trpocrtoTrou aimDi/ ("from before
them”). Some MSS of Tg (MSS c. v) have fb'cng *c ("from before you”) and others
(MSS 5, f, z; and Tg printed editions of the First and the Second Rabbinic Bible, and the
Antwerp Polyglot Bible) have prrcjg ;c ("from before them"). Pesh unanimously reads
men q'ddmayhon ("from before them").
BHS, on the basis o f the reading of these several MSS of MT, suggests the
reading CD'tBO ("from before you") instead of cttsd ("from before them"). Few scholars
comment on the issue. Theodore H. Robinson and Wilhelm Rudolph preferred the second
person suffix,* while Hans W. Wolff and Gary Smith preferred the third person.*
IHans Walter Wolff. Hosea: A Commentary on the Book o f the Prophet Hosea,
Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974), 191.
*Robinson, Amos, 17; Rudolph, Amos, 137, 139.
*Wolff, Joel and Amos, 134; Gary Smith, Am os, 74-75.
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Though the change into a second person masculine plural suffix makes good sense
in the context, i the textual evidence of the ancient versions strongly supports the third
person masculine plural. It is easy to understand why some MSS of MT and Tg would
replace the third person masculine suffix for a second person masculine plural, in view of
the usage of the second person from vs. 10 onwards. The third person in vs. 9 may
however be intended as a way to highlight the connection and the contrast between the
accusations o f vss. 6-8, and the section that reminds of God's past gracious acts that starts
in vs. 9, as Gary Smith has pointed out.2 Especially important in this contrast are the last
accusation in vs. 8 ("and wine of those who have been fined, they drink in the house of
their [italics mine] god/gods”) and the beginning of vs. 9 ("yet I destroyed the Amorites
from before them [italics mine]").

Text: Amos 2:15
In Am. 2:15, a passive form is found in both LXX, Tg, and Pesh* for MT's first
occurrence o f the piel cbt? vb ("[he] will not save [himself/his soul]”).
On the basis of the reading o f these versions. BHS proposes to read in the text the
niphal form a1??' vb ("[he] will not be saved"). A number of scholars maintain this same
position,4 while others, like Hans W. Wolff, Wilhelm Rudolph, and Gary Smith, preserve
the piel of MT .5
■Vs. 9 opens a new subsection inside the oracle against Israel. The prophet reminds
the people o f God's past acts of salvation in their favor. This subsection starts at vs. 9 and
goes through vs. II. From vs. 10 onward the prophet addresses his audience only in the
second person masculine plural.
2Gary Smith, Amos, 75.
3LXX: ou pf) SiacKd&rj ("[he] will not be saved”); Tg: 2T W ^ / t t w vb ("[he]
will not be saved"); and Pesh:
r d , la ’netptfe’ ("[he] will not be saved”).
4Cf. Harper, Amos and Hosea, 60; Maag, Text, 6 , 8 ; Robinson, Amos, 18; Amsler,
"Amos," 180; Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, 306, 307.

sWoIff, Joel and Amos, 135; Rudolph, Amos, 138, 140; Gary Smith, Amos, 74-75.
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The witness of the ancient versions provides a strong reason to read a niphal form
instead of a piel in this particular instance. The consonantal Hebrew text provides for both
possibilities, and evidently the ancient versions recognize there a passive. There is still the
possibility, however, that MT provides the correct reading. The sentence can be taken as
elliptical, being that tee; ("his soul, life"), which appears at the end of the next clause,
would be understood to be the complement of the present clause too.i

Various Misreadings of LXX
In a number of passages, LXX seems to misread the Hebrew text, providing a
variant rendering that is clearly inferior to the one of MT. In these cases, the MT reading is
supported by the other ancient versions. Some of the more remarkable examples are the
following:
1. In Amos 1:5 and 1:9, LXX reads the proper name laAupujt/ ("Solomon”)
instead of MT

("full, complete”), rendering the reference to the deportation of an

entire population into a reference to a deportation of Solomon.
2. In Amos 1:11, LXX has eig paprupioi/ ("for a witness") instead of MT ~sb
("forever”), probably reading in the consonantal text ~sh ("for a witness").
3. In Amos 2:11, LXX has tig dyiaapdv ("for sanctification") instead of MT
cntf? ("for Nazirites”) probably reading t c ("consecration, ordination") instead of t t ;
("Nazir”).2 Tg, here, has "aW? (”as teachers"),3 but Pesh has

u , n‘zire\

("Nazirites").
•So Rudolph, Amos, 140.
2Wolff, Joel and Amos, 134.
3MS c has pvQ1? ("as kings").
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4.

In Amos 2:16, LXX apparently misreads Hebrew p a ti ("and [the] strong") by

("and he will find"),i and has the construction eupqcret tt|i/ Kap6 tav atrrou (“he
will find/who finds his heart") for MT tab pa* ("one strong/valiant [in] his heart").

Some Modern Emendations
of the Text
Finally, a number of emendations in the text are usually proposed by some scholars
that do not have any support in the ancient versions. These emendations are based rather
on the modem reconstructions of what they consider to be the original text of Amos. A
quick survey o f these proposals can be found in the apparatus of BHS; a good survey of
the reasoning behind them can be found in Hans W. Wolffs commentary on A m o s .2 The
main suggestions are the following:
1. In Amos 1:5, a recommendation is made to transpose the sentence rr~a Trg>7)
pcq~ ("and I will break the bar of Damascus") to after ]*ic n*3n ("from Beth-Eden”).
2. In Amos 1:9, it is suggested to read

("to Aram") instead of ciTHb ("to

Edom”). In this verse also, the question is raised if the hemistich ctk rr-Q r o t sfri ("and
they did not remember the covenant of brothers/brotherhood”) should not be deleted from
the text.
3. In Amos 2:1, the question is raised if the name of the Edomite king, whose
bones were burned, was not dropped out from the text.
4. In Amos 2:2, it is proposed to read 2t*in Tpa ("in the wall/walls of Moab," or
"in Qir of Moab”) instead of

("in Moab”). In this same verse, it is proposed to read

irrrapK ("her fortresses") instead of nvnpn r a p * ("the fortresses of Kerioth").
5. In Amos 2:4-5, it is suggested that these verses are a iate addition to the original
text of the prophecy, and should therefore be deleted.
•Wolff, Joel and Amost 135.
2Ibid., 128-135.
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6.

In Amos 2:7, the question is raised if the whole phrase 3 p e n g trb n ("upon the

dust of the earth in") is not a late addition also. The same question is made concerning the
entire second part of this verse, from r a t D'ri ("and a man and his father”) down to -DU
□3 ("name of My holiness/My holy name”).
7. In Amos 2:8, crnbR n*3 ("the house of their gods/god”) is also questioned as a
late addition, as is the entire sentence in Amos 2:14 from ~r&n ("and a hero") to ids; ("his
soul"), and the sentence from *3pi ("and the quick") to the first efaj' ("[he]will save”) in
Amos 2: IS, as well as the phrase RSi.TCi'3 ("in that day”) in Amos 2:16.
The textual emendations above are usually based on present concepts of metrical
symmetry, consistence, and historical theological developments. Extreme caution should
be exercised, however, for the modem scholar can finish by imposing too much of his own
perspective on the biblical text, without a solid basis for it. A good example can be seen in
Wolffs suggestion to emend the text in Amos 1:14. He suggests that instead of Dr 'F^rn
("and I will set fire”) one should read Dr TsnbD] ("and I will send fire") in order to conform
with all the other statements of judgment by fire in the series of oracles of Amos 1-2.*
Wolffs search for conformity, however, goes against the explicit testimony, not only of
MT, but also of the other ancient versions, which attest a different verb in Amos 1:14 that
corroborates the verb ny; ("to set") instead of nby ("to send”).2
•Wolff, Joel and Amos, 131.
2LXX has icai dvdi{joj rrijp ("and I will kindle a fire") in Amos 1:14, instead of the
usual icai efaiTocrreXdi trup ("and I will send out fire").
Tg has RnD*R P'Vtri ("and I will kindle a fire") instead of the customary rftOTn
RT^m ("and I will send a fire") of the other verses.
Pesh has r<1a j j a a z < ’esboq nura’ ("I will set fire to") instead of the habitual
prtcu ^.ucnf, '*saddar nura’ ("I will send fire").
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